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Editorial 

 
Djibril al-Ayad 

 

 
 
Issue #44 of The Future Fire cries out to power, 
standing and yelling that we have had enough, that there 
is only so much pressure a person or a community can 
take before breaking—or before striking back and 
breaking the system that seeks to keep us down. It also 
cries out to those who are suffering around us, letting 
each other know that we are not alone, that we don’t 
need to be silent and that together we are mighty. That 
we shouldn’t forget to sing, to let our choirmates know 
we’re still here. And that if this is an adventure, then it 
isn’t going to be easy, and if that isn’t what makes it 
glorious (adversity crushes as often as it makes us 
stronger), the solidarity of fellow-travelers around us is 
a glorious thing to see and feel. 



Editorial 

3 

The stories and poems herein are full of angry voices 
who have had enough: women who march or sharpen 
their claws, daughters who refuse to be servants or to 
meet expectations, citizens who stand up for equality 
against unscrupulous rulers, who prioritise their own 
lives over duty. We even have a page of venue reviews 
that tell us a bit more than the customers realise! All of 
these stories—the angry, the sweet, the lyrical, the 
heartbreaking, the funny—take us on a journey, a 
expedition that requires fortitude and courage, but will 
reward us with danger and terror, and even honor, if 
we’re willing to walk the road with our guides and 
companions. 

We at TFF have also been walking with monsters the 
last couple months. We’re about to make a final 
decision about the contents for the Making 
Monstersanthology, which is an exciting place to be… 
seeing all the stories, poems and essays come together, 
figuring out how they play off one another, picking a 
running order for the table of contents. And of course 
we can’t wait for you all to read it—should be on the 
shelves this coming August. 

In the meantime, anyway, we’re delighted that this 
issue welcomes to the TFF family Christyl, Jessica, 
Michelle, Patrick and Soren with three new stories and 
two poems, plus a return from Damien with a novelette, 
and our old friend Joyce’s short story. We also have 
fabulous and brilliant art from Eric, Jason, Joyce 
(again), Martin, Miguel, Miranda and our co-editor 
Valeria, who continue to surprise us by doing what all 
the best illustrators do—create their own art inspired by 
the story, rather than simply draw what the author is 
describing. Thanks so much to all them for the 
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wonderful artistry which is, in every way, what we’re 
here for. 

Thank you for joining us for this adventure. Enjoy 
the ride. 

Djibril al-Ayad, March 2018 
 

Comment on the stories in this issue on the TFF blog: 
press.futurefire.net/2018/03/new-issue-201844.html



	

 

The Thing You Feed 
Joyce Chng 

 

 
Illustration © 2018, Martin Hanford. 

 
It started to go all weird after Mooncake Festival. 

Perhaps I ate too many mooncakes or drank too 
much jasmine tea (bought from the local Asian grocery 
shop). Perhaps I stayed up too late staring at the full 
moon. Where I lived, in the dingy little dormitory I 
shared with two other people, the moon loomed large 
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and pearly-white, its surface marked by impacts. It rose 
in the sky and we cheered, missing home and missing 
our parents. The moon was always bigger elsewhere. 

I thought I had acclimatized. Uni was big and 
beautiful, the landscape lush with trees and shrubs. I 
was so in love with the oaks. The air was crisp, laced 
with the smell of eucalyptus and other aromatic plants. I 
was fortunate to have a group of supportive 
international student friends, minus the first few days 
when I was heckled on the streets. Someone deliberately 
stepped on my slippers so that I tripped, falling onto the 
concrete. I had skinned knees and a bruised ego. The 
workload for a two-year MA was bearable with my 
module tutors and thesis supervisor were being 
immensely helpful and compassionate. I was happy. I 
should be grateful. 

I should be grateful. 
Except I wasn’t. Something ate away at me, 

hollowing me out. After Mooncake Festival, I started to 
feel like a stranger in my own body, as if I had projected 
my real self out and a foreigner was living inside my 
skin. I had moments where I watched myself from the 
outside. Who is this individual? Who are they? My 
Psych friends said I was dissociating and I should talk to 
a counsellor as soon as possible. I brushed their 
concerns off. I had my thesis to complete. I had things 
to write. Besides, my appetite was still good and I was 
eating. 

Ravenously. 
Something stirred within me, spinning inside my 

bones, coiling up my spine. The sensations grew more 
intense when the nights were lonely. I curled under my 
blanket, trying not to cry myself to a numb sleep. 
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It started appearing at the corner of my eye. 
At first, it was a dark shadow slipping in and out of 

my awareness. I was being watched. Then, the dark 
shadow coalesced into something bigger. I grew hungry, 
feasting on the toffee apples and the chocolate muffins I 
bought from the deli. I ate and ate. 

When I was drafting the first chapter of my thesis 
one night, it stood fully-formed. It was a canine-shaped 
shadow with pointed ears and long lanky limbs. Its eyes 
were not the amber eyes of normal dogs. They were the 
color of dark blood tinged with gold flecks. Twin 
twilight skies. 

The dorm didn’t allow pets. I thought one of my 
dorm mates had secretly sneaked in a dog and it had 
somehow gotten through the fly gate. I lived on the 
ground floor. I got up from my chair, thinking I could 
just grab the dog because it wasn’t a big dog. Medium-
sized. Lean like a whippet. The shadow dog lowered its 
head, snarled and disappeared like smoke slowly 
dissipating in the wind. 

There was no wind. 
There was no shadow. 

There was no dog. 
Dog. 

I stared at the empty space where the shadow dog 
once stood. For some strange reason, I lifted my hands 
up, looking at them as if they were odd things growing 
out from my body. I stared at my skin, at the green veins 
running beneath the paleness, at the fine hair follicles 
standing up. Something padded around in circles inside 
my chest before settling down to sleep. My ribs 
expanded and contracted with its breathing. 
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It started to turn up often. 
By then, I was already enjoying my life at uni. 

Before Mooncake Festival, I met a guy in the computer 
lab while I was chatting in a science-fiction RPG 
channel and realized that he was also on the same 
server. After a couple of weeks of bantering to and fro, 
he finally mustered up the courage to approach me. Our 
first date was on a windy Sunday with vineyards and an 
afternoon movie. We talked about why I used 
chopsticks. Lunch was a platter of cheese and fresh 
fruits. 

Sunday nights were also Skype nights with my 
parents. Mom thought I looked well. She was afraid I 
wasn’t getting enough food. I reassured I was eating 
well (maybe, too well). She told me about my younger 
sister getting a job promotion. I laughed along, 
humoring my mother. I secretly nicknamed my sister 
Ms Perfect. Behind her, I could see Dad rolling his eyes 
exasperatedly. He hated our not-so-subtle competition. 
Mom was always on the side of Ms Perfect. The perfect 
kindergarten performance. The perfect grades she got in 
school. The perfect awards she won year after year. 
Even the perfect boyfriend she found at her uni. Scholar 
and well-to-do family. Local university, she liked to 
remind me. I hated myself. The moment I turned off 
Skype, I wolfed down a cup of Tom Yum flavored 
instant noodles. After one particular Skype session with 
Mom, I ran straight to the bathroom to peer frantically at 
the mirror. The reflection was still me. Mom had 
remarked I looked more haggard than usual. I told her it 
was stress. My supervisor had rejected my second 
chapter about Amazons. I had to totally rewrite the 
whole thing. I cried for a long time after I left her office. 
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The dark dog shadow wagged its tail slowly, its 
tongue hanging from its open mouth. 

I screamed. Really screamed. 
Someone knocked on the door. Shaking, I opened it. 

It was Sarah, my course-mate. Her research was about 
feminist magazines from the 1960s to the present. She 
was clad in a plain white tee and brown shorts. She 
looked as if she had just woken up. She also looked hot. 

“You ok?” she asked. 
“Just a spider,” I lied. The dog had disappeared. 
Sarah didn’t look convinced. “Just knock on my door 

if you want to chat, ’k?” 
I closed the door, relieved that Sarah didn’t probe 

further. Maybe I should go and talk to the counsellors at 
Student Services. Maybe I was just working too hard. 

Maybe I was really homesick and I had internalized 
it, turning it into something worse, like depression. 

Depression. 
Eat. 

The very next day I got a new haircut and dyed my 
hair with caramel-blonde streaks. At dinner time, Sarah 
rolled her eyes at me. She said I looked butch. I rolled 
my eyes back at her. 

 
It started talking to me. 
I was struggling with my third chapter. Words 

weren’t coming out. I was dry. Worse, I had broken up 
with Steve because we weren’t talking honestly about 
our true feelings. I was an emotional wreck, missing 
meals and tutorials, sleeping in late. Mom informed me 
about Ms Perfect getting yet another pay raise and 
taking her (and Dad) to Hong Kong for a week. She 
then proceeded to send me pictures of roast geese, 
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crispy skin gleaming under the restaurant’s lights, and 
freshly baked bo lo bao. And Ms Perfect’s smug face in 
every picture. That pleased gleam in her eyes. She had 
won. She had always won. She would always keep on 
winning. I couldn’t take my parents out for a simple 
meal. For that long week, I wanted to quit and go home. 

To what? Misery? Disappointment? Shame? 
Mostly shame, because Mom and Dad paid half for 

my MA. 
Mostly disappointment, because I might go home 

without a MA. 
Mostly misery. 

Misery. 
I could 
hear 
my sister’s 
oh-so-kind laughter. 

And that expression, so smug, so self-satisfied. 
I wanted to eat her up and then spit her out. 

Eat. 
I didn’t need her pity. No more “You can do it, sis!” 

nonsense. No more “You can still look for a job. A MA 
doesn’t mean you can’t find one!” bullshit. 

I didn’t need her at all. 
Eat her, eat her, eat her. 

The dark dog shadow stirred, like a dry whisper, 
padding out from some hidden space. This time it sat 
where I would glance nervously at, in the corner of my 
eye-a bigger and leaner dog. Wolf, I thought. It was 
more wolf-like now. More muscular, with a thick ruffed 
neck. Except there weren’t supposed to be wolves where 
I was. 

“What… what are you?” I asked. 
“You. Not you. Either. Neither. Your past.” 
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Its voice sounded like mine, only lower, as if I was 
growling at the end of the corridor of my dorm. 

I fell out of my chair, definitely afraid, definitely 
panicking. Thoughts were not supposed to talk back. If 
this was all in my head, then what the hell was 
happening to me? 

I reached out to grab my phone, only to fall back 
onto the carpeted floor. I was pinned down firmly by its 
large solid paw. Since when did it appear right next to 
me? 

“I am all your dark thoughts, all your past thoughts, 
all your past deeds. What you did. What you didn’t do. 
What you felt. What you didn’t feel. What you chose to 

hide.” 
“I didn’t hide anything!” 
The lips seemed to curve into a vague human-like 

smile. 
“Oh yes, you did. Your feelings about home. Your 

feelings about being an outsider. Your feelings about 
anger. Your feelings about your grades. Your feelings 

about not feeling worthy. Your feelings about rage that 
your sister is better, so much better than you…” 

“Shut up!” I sobbed. Tears rolled down my face. I 
was talking to an imaginary… dog. 

“Your rage cannot and should not be caged in. Your 
sorrow is a chained animal. Your pain is delicious. You 

have to taste your pain, devour your sorrow. Eat it.” 
“I am going nuts!” I pushed myself up with my 

hands. My arms shook with the effort. I was 
inexplicably weak. Suddenly I was face to face with the 
dog… wolf… thing. Sarah lived next door to me. I was 
desperately wishing that she might hear all this. 
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Illustration © 2018, Martin Hanford. 

 
 “You pushed me aside. Suppressed me, pushed me 

out. Without me, you are nothing. Just flesh and bone. 
You eat and I grow big.” 

“What do you think I should do?” I tried to inch 
away from the wedge-like head, from the upper canines 
I saw emerging from the mouth. 

“Accept me back.” 
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“Why?” I glanced at my lap top. The thesis had to be 
written. I needed to get my MA. I needed… I needed… 

I. 
Needed. 

To. 
Eat. 

I. Needed. Approval. 
I. 
Craved. 
Approval. 
Like. 

Food. 
Eat. 

The dog blinked and smiled even wider, its teeth 
looking more wicked in the light. 

“Yesss…” 
“Yes.” 

I opened my arms like I was about to embrace the 
dog shadow. The animal padded closer, closer, until it 
pressed against my chest. It smelled of gunpowder and 
other kinds of burnt things. Like grandma’s paper 
money when it caught fire. Like candle smoke. Like 
unrequited love. Like millions of years of loss and 
regret. It was warm, like my body’s blood, like a gentled 
sun. It had no fur, only a flowing shadowy surface. It 
melted into me, shadow into flesh. I felt it sigh, a soft 
sound that coursed through my body. Home, home, 
home, it said. Home, home, home. 

The gentled sun became a roaring fire. An internal 
inferno. My skin flamed up. My hair burned. My voice 
crawled up my throat and found strength in a howl. 

Suddenly I wanted to hunt. 
Suddenly we wanted to hunt. 

We eat. 
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We started to hunt in the dark. 
We ran past the doors, down the corridor, glad for 

the silence. Nobody stepped out. Everyone kept to their 
own business. Even Sarah who professed concern a 
while back. We ran barefoot, the ground laced with 
moisture, down the cold alleyway, in the darkness 
where sounds chittered and smaller shapes lurked. It 
was approaching midnight, the stars gleaming in the sky 
in a huge swathe. The smells of the night called to us. 
Cooking oil, someone’s log fire, hints of concrete and 
tar, the fragrances of the trees sharp in our nostrils. 

We hunted a cat who had been let out by her owners 
and was forgotten. The meat was crunchy with small 
bones and the marrow dripped down my throat. 

We hunted a toy dog left on the porch. Its yips 
drowned when we snapped its neck with a bite. 

We hunted and we ran. There was freedom when we 
ran. There was freedom when we hunted. The sky spun 
above us. The stars were flecks of gold. 

We hunted, fed and were sated. 
I woke up under an eucalyptus tree right outside my 

dorm. It was still dawn. My arms were covered in 
drying brown-red smears, my fingers crusty with dried 
blood. I was damp with wet soil and wood chips clung 
to my skin. I was still wearing my shorts. Quietly, I 
slipped back into my dorm. I stood under the hot shower 
for an hour. 

The dog thing was satisfied. 
I was satisfied. 

Let’s eat. 
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We started hunting more. 
My thesis soon expanded. My supervisor was 

pleased and commented I looked very well. I licked my 
lips, tasting the faint hint of blood from last night’s 
hunt. Mom was pleased and said I looked more 
confident than usual. She didn’t mention my sister. I 
growled with pleasure. She didn’t know my feet were 
stained with grass and earth. My teeth tingled with 
participation. 

Of course. 
I felt stronger. Blood coursed through my veins like 

liquid fire. 
I was a new person. Whole. 
I asked Sarah out for a date, but it didn’t work out. 

We both giggled about it and left it at that. 
I also got back with Steve after a long and thoughtful 

talk on the phone. We were going to explore Mandurah 
on a weekend. This time he might just pop the question. 

When the full moon rose in the sky, I laughed and 
ran in the dark. I hunted those who heckled me. I drank 
in their blood. I ate. 

The dog thing laughed inside me. 
I am coming for you, Ms Perfect. 

You will never win. 
I smiled the dog-smile. 

Hunting would be most delicious. 
We eat. 

 



	

 

From Out of the Ashes 
Michelle Labbé 

 

 
Illustration © 2018, Fluffgar. 

 
When she received the invitation, she was careful how 
she held it, gripping it lightly between the few fingertips 
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that were clean. If she left the faintest smudge on the 
envelope, Madame would notice, and be displeased. 
There was no mistake she could make that Madame 
would not see. 

She carried the thing straightaway to Madame’s 
chamber and rapped on the door as lightly as if she had 
been a dormouse. If she knocked any louder, Madame 
would complain of a headache, and would ask her 
pityingly if she must always be so loud at all hours?—
but then, of course, she had no idea of delicacy, or 
decorum. How could she? She was only a serving-girl, 
always filthy from sleeping in the ashes on the hearth—
so filthy that Madame called her Ash instead of her own 
true name. 

Madame bade her to enter. However softly Ash 
stepped or spoke or knocked upon the door, Madame 
always heard, for Madame was always listening. 

Ash handed over the invitation and did not try to 
stay. Madame would not read it aloud in her presence. 
Ash returned to scrubbing the cold stone floor of the 
foyer as if the day were like any other, as if the page had 
not informed her of its contents, as if a plan were not 
already forming itself inside her head. 

The floor always had to be sparkling by the time the 
young ladies awoke, so that she was ready to dress them 
and style their hair. Callidora and Brielle shrieked and 
giggled together about the Prince and the ball that all 
maidens in the kingdom were invited to attend. Ash 
listened and did not say a word. 

In the afternoon it was time for their drawing 
lessons. Ash followed to sweep out the hearth and stoke 
the fire, as she always did. She swept meticulously, 
dusted every inch of the mantle, and listened with all her 
might to the drawing-master’s instructions. When no 
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one was looking, she traced little patterns in the ash-
heap with her finger, lightly sketching dense forests, 
roiling seas, a girl astride a galloping horse. When she 
had lingered as long as she dared, she swept-up her 
cinder-drawings before she left. Once she had not been 
so careful, and Madame had seen the designs left 
behind. Ash had been promptly punished for her 
idleness, and Madame had allowed the room to grow 
dusty and cold for over a month rather than let Ash back 
inside. Then Callidora complained of the chill and Ash 
had to be re-admitted, for she was the manor’s only 
remaining servant, and Madame would never have 
sullied her own hands. 

Most days carried at least one tongue-lashing from 
Madame, but today Ash was fortunate. Madame was 
distracted by the designing of new ballgowns for her 
two darling girls. And for herself—why not? The three 
of them must make a favorable impression upon the 
Prince. 

This was why Ash had to escape. The mere sound of 
Madame’s voice made her flinch; the tread of 
Madame’s foot on the stairs made her tremble. She 
could hardly remember the girl she had been long ago, 
before Father died, when she had danced and laughed 
and took drawing lessons of her own; when she had 
slept on a feather bed and silk sheets. 

Now Father was gone, and Ash had to rely on 
herself. If she were lucky, she might charm some 
handsome nobleman. Of course, she didn’t seem to have 
much luck at present. But she’d marry a stableboy if it 
would free her from Madame. 

She did not sleep half the night for concocting a plan, 
trying not to listen the echoes of Madame’s voice in her 
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head telling her she was wrong, she was useless, she 
was a fool, she would fail. 

“Father loved me, while he lived,” she muttered to 
herself. (She often talked to herself, having no one else 
to talk to but the mice in the walls and the birds at the 
windows.) “There must be something to me, after all.” 
The night was cold, but she wrapped the memory of her 
father’s love around her like a blanket. It was all that 
she had. 

Over the next several weeks, Madame kept Ash 
busier than ever, and if Ash suspected the reason, she 
did not betray it in her face or on her lips, even as 
Madame shadowed her, observing. Ash had learned 
long ago never to do her chores perfectly, for Madame 
loved to find fault in her. If there was no fault to be 
found, then she was angry. It was better not to make 
Madame angry. 

Though Ash was always tired, she kept herself 
awake at night. She hunted through scraps, found 
trimmings of lace and silk from Callidora and Brielle’s 
new ballgowns and old ballgowns and nightgowns and 
evening gowns and morning gowns and dressing-gowns. 
Piece by piece she sewed them together, with tiny 
seedlike stitches. As she sewed she tried to remember 
what Father used to call her. She had another name 
besides Ash, of course. But it had been so long since she 
had been called anything else. 

Adelaide, she thought to herself, a name meaning 
“the noble kind.” Arabella, Averil, Agatha – oh, surely 
not Agatha – Alyse, Antoinette, Annemaris Anastasia, 
Andrina. Abigail, which meant “my father’s joy,” 
or Ainsley, which meant “alone”… until at last she 
could not keep her eyes open, and had to stop, and stash 
her work away. 
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At last, the night before the ball, a gown emerged 
from the scraps and trimmings. A piecemeal ballgown, a 
gown made of all different kinds of fabric, all hues, all 
manner of poufs and tucks and flounces. Somehow they 
all combined into a thing of beauty. She allowed herself 
a rest and a smile, then began to wash her hair. She 
would not have time to let it dry the next day. 

The day of the ball, Ash could not look at Madame, 
who stood before her like a high tower and smiled and 
spoke of how well Brielle and Callidora would look at 
the ball, how charming, how accomplished, how they 
would be sure to dazzle the Prince, be swept in his arms 
at first sight. Ash tried to act as if she looked away out 
of envy. It was not difficult. 

Half the day was spent dressing Brielle and 
Callidora, washing their hair, piling it atop their heads, 
powdering their cheeks. Ash’s fingers were sore and 
striped with red, for Madame had her pulling the girls’ 
stays until she could nearly span their waists with her 
hands. 

Then it was Madame’s turn. She had procured for 
herself a gown more elaborate and furbelowed than her 
daughters’ combined—she was, as she said, a widow, 
very eligible indeed, and had not time been kind to her? 
Did she not apply the finest creams to her skin each 
night? Her iron hair was teased into place, a liberal 
dousing of powders applied, even a pinch of rouge on 
each cheek, for it was no sin to help Nature along, said 
Madame. Ash began to eye the clock, calculating her 
own preparations, praying Madame would proclaim 
herself satisfied within the hour. 

At long last—in considerably more than an hour—
Madame declared it was past time to depart. Ash waited 
a full ten minutes after the rattling of the coach faded 
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into the distance before she was sure Madame was 
really gone. Then she began her bath, washing in the 
kitchen with a clean rag—which turned into a series of 
clean rags—and a bucket of suds. Her practiced fingers 
hastily arranged her hair atop her head. Then she 
donned her gown. She could not pull the stays tightly, 
but she did not need to. Years of labor and a meager diet 
had made her small and wiry. She covered her rough, 
red hands and calloused fingers with a pair of long 
white gloves that had once been Brielle’s. 

As for slippers, Ash had none. Her feet were too 
small for any shoes that made their way to the scrap-
heap. Her own shoes were ugly things, made of hide and 
lined with fur, but they would take her where she 
needed to go. Her skirts were long, and if she was 
careful, perhaps no one would see. 

It had been a long time since Ash had glimpsed 
herself in a mirror, though Madame had inventoried her 
physical faults and flaws at length. But when she dashed 
up the stairs to survey herself in Callidora’s room, she 
thought Father would have been proud. 

No coach awaited her, nor a single horse or footman, 
but the kingdom was small and the manor was not so far 
from the palace. The streets were emptied, and Ash had 
strong legs and lungs. She picked up her skirts and ran 
all the way there, stopping only at the gates of the 
palace to catch her breath. Then she smoothed her hair, 
pinched her cheeks, and made her way up the stairs. 

She was used to hunching her back, but her bodice 
kept her upright as she climbed the stairs, careful not to 
lift her skirts and show her shoes, careful not to trip. 

By the time she reached the page at the door who 
asked for her name, that he might introduce her, she was 
ready. 
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“The Lady Astra,” she said. She did not know if 
Astra had been her name before. It would be her name 
now. It was a name meaning “stars.” It was a name 
meaning “hope.” 

Astra was last to arrive at the ball, so of course all 
heads turned towards her, in her gown made of all-
kinds-of-gowns, in her hidden slippers of fur. Of course 
she met eyes with the Prince. Of course he stared. No 
one had ever seen a a gown like her gown at so royal a 
function. But her joy that night in finding her name, in 
being anywhere at all that was not Madame’s house, 
radiated from her as if she were a star in the night sky, 
and so she was beautiful. And thus it was with her the 
Prince wished to dance. 

With her feet safely hidden, Astra could appear to 
dance just well enough not to make a fool of herself. 
When she made a mistake, the Prince only laughed, took 
it for nervousness, a stranger so honored by a prince 
such as him. 

They only touched glove to glove, but not since her 
father died had anyone so much as taken her hand. 
When the Prince held her in his arms, when the Prince 
met her gaze with his own, when he flashed his dimples 
or let out a gentle laugh, she felt a giddy joy she hardly 
knew how to name. 

After the dance ended, he asked her for another, and 
yet another, and when the two of them grew tired—
Astra tired first, but said nothing, for a lady would not 
have spent all day on her feet—the Prince suggested 
they move to a little balcony off the throne room. 

“We can speak privately there,” he said, both of them 
knowing they would do more than talk. Arm in arm with 
the Prince she floated to the balcony, and when his lips 
met hers she felt she could fly through the air. She let 
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his hands travel, but she would not let him touch her 
gloves, lest he remove them, nor her skirts, lest he 
discover her slippers. 

When they did speak, she found clever things to say, 
things she might have said when she was her father’s 
daughter. And when the Prince spoke, the gentle sound 
of his voice made it easy to smile, easy to laugh at his 
little jokes, even when she hardly heard his words for 
the pounding of her heart. She had never guessed love 
would be so simple. 

Astra did not think of time until the clock struck 
midnight. Between chimes, she calculated the time to 
get home, time to rip off her gown and take down her 
hair, time to cover herself in ashes and lie as if asleep on 
the hearth, all before Madame and the girls returned. It 
was time to go. It was time to run. 

The Prince was out of breath when she sat up and 
cried that she must go, she must leave at once. By the 
time he stood, she was out the door and back into the 
ballroom. She did not heed the stares, the smirks, but 
she picked up her skirts as high as she dared—she 
hoped that she moved too fast for anyone to see the 
dreadful shoes—and she dashed out the doors, down the 
steps. 

On the steps of the palace Astra nearly tripped over 
herself; she stumbled and felt one foot come loose from 
its slipper, but there was no time to retrieve it, so she 
hurried on with one shoe less. She burned to think of the 
shameful thing left behind, a secret revealed, but it was 
too late to go back. Down the dark city-streets she ran, 
faster and faster. 
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It wasn’t until she reached home that she wondered 

how she would hide from Madame that she had lost one 
shoe. She had become good at thinking quickly. In 
Madame’s house it was a necessity. Perhaps there was a 
bit of fur she had overlooked in the scrap-bag. There 
wasn’t. How long ago had she worn out her last pair? 
No, those would not fit her; she had been a child then. 
Madame would certainly never allow her to go barefoot, 
tracking blackened soles across pristine floors. 

Astra laid awake and let her thoughts race until 
Madame came home, Callidora and Brielle trailing 
behind. She laid awake until their snatches of song and 
laughter disappeared up the stairs. She still had no 
solution. She would pay for this night, this squandered 
chance after all. Her last thought before she slept was 
that the prince had never called her by name. Perhaps he 
had never heard it at all. 



From Out of the Ashes 

25 

In the morning Astra was sober, her head pounding, 
her stomach roiling, her fingers trembling as she carried 
Madame’s breakfast tray to her room. No answer had 
come to her fervent prayer for inspiration, so she 
swaddled her feet in rags and hoped that in the dim 
light, Madame might not see. 

When she opened the door Madame smiled at her, 
and she nearly dropped the tray. Madame went on to tell 
her that it was a fine morning, and that it had been a fine 
evening, and wasn’t it a pity that she, Ash, had not been 
able to attend? 

Astra knew better than to make an answer. If she had 
possessed both of her shoes, she would have inquired 
whether Brielle or Callidora had danced with the prince, 
as they had avowed they would, and as she knew they 
had not. 

Madame cracked open her egg with the edge of a 
small silver spoon. Between bites she noted that a 
number of eligible lords had sought the hands of 
Callidora and Brielle—and, of course, herself. She 
observed that at last, she might be able to replace 
Astra’s father. Astra had not, heretofore, thought of her 
father as someone to be replaced. 

Madame suggested that upon a remarriage, Astra 
might really try to work a little harder. 

It was well that Astra no longer held the tray. “Shan’t 
you—shan’t you have other maids, other servants in a 
bigger household?” 

“If you are not capable, I suppose we may have to,” 
said Madame. “But let us discuss it later. I won’t have 
my day spoiled on your account.” 

There was more that Madame had to say, and much 
work to assign for the day. As Astra made to leave, 
Madame murmured that she was really quite a wasteful 
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and a stupid girl, to use rags in place of shoes. But that 
if she insisted on being careless, she might put on a pair 
of Madame’s old winter slippers. The ones that the mice 
had chewed. Astra breathed a sigh of relief as she 
slipped away. That had been, for Madame, a positive 
reaction. It might have gone much worse. And now she 
had new shoes. 

Callidora and Brielle spent the morning rhapsodizing 
over the young men they had danced with—and there 
seemed to be several for each—until the announcement 
came, delivered by another royal page. 

Madame deigned to answer the door herself, and 
Astra listened from the hall as she read the 
announcement aloud. 

The Prince would marry the mystery girl from last 
night’s ball. The Prince had found her slipper, 
abandoned on the stairs. An unusual slipper it was, 
remarkably small and surely one-of-a-kind. The Prince 
would present the slipper at every household, and every 
young maiden would try it on. Whomever the shoe fit 
would be his bride. 

Astra wanted to laugh out loud. The matching shoe 
was in her apron pocket. The memory of the Prince 
seemed to burn on her lips. He was on his way to her. 
He had spent hours looking into her eyes. He would 
recognize her through the rags, through the soot. 

At last the knock came. Astra hid behind a door. 
There were several pages this time, and the Prince 
himself was with them. 

He presented the slipper first to Callidora, then to 
Brielle. Both of them commented on the strangeness of 
this footwear, but did not recognize it. They did not 
have Madame’s sharp eyes. 
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The fitting was taking some time; Callidora and 
Brielle were quite determined to contort their feet into 
the slipper’s small dimensions. The Prince began to tap 
his feet. Finally he excused himself, made a sign to one 
of the pages to take over, and made his way to the 
corridor. The same corridor where Astra had concealed 
herself. 

She smiled to see him so close again, and that smile 
made her radiant again, even in her rags. The Prince 
smiled back. 

“It’s me,” she tried to say, but the Prince had taken 
her chin in his hand. 

“You’re a pretty thing,” he said, flashing his dimples. 
His gaze darted back towards the door. “Fancy a little 
easy money?” he said, pulling out a coin. “I think we’ve 
time, don’t you?” His hand traveled somewhere on her 
body it had been before. It had been welcome then. It 
was not welcome now. 

Astra tried to jerk away from him but she was 
already against the wall. She did not have time to wail 
or rage or weep, that what she had thought was love was 
so much less than that; that what she thought she had 
given him the night before meant nothing; that the 
Prince had looked at her but had never seen her. 

But Astra had learned to think very fast indeed, and 
she knew what she must do. How to secure her freedom. 
Something sparked in her eyes when she said the thing 
she had meant to say. “Let me try on the slipper.” 

The Prince laughed in surprise. “You?” he said. 
“Well, why not?” 

It was with no sense of triumph that Astra sat herself 
in Madame’s fine parlor-chair and placed her small foot 
neatly in the slipper. 
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“I’ve the other one as well,” she said, drawing it out 
of her pocket, not heeding the gasps all around her, for 
inside her there burned a furious flame where there had 
once been nothing but a smoldering ash heap. 

The Prince stared and tried to smile and did not quite 
succeed. He took the other slipper from her, unable to 
hide the flinch when his glove brushed against her 
calloused fingertips, and examined it closely. 

“It is a match,” he said at last. His eyes darted to the 
pages around him. The witnesses. 

Madame had a string of barbed words ready, but 
Astra did not hear. Her escape was close at hand. 

“You don’t want to marry me,” she said, stating the 
obvious. 

“I am a man of my word,” the Prince said uneasily. 
“I will release you from your promise,” said Astra, 

wanting to spit at the relief that spread across his face. 
“I will bargain with you for it.” 

“What bargain?” said the Prince, nervous again. His 
eyes drifted downward, below her neck. 

“Money,” Astra said. “That is something you 
understand,” she could not help adding. 

“How much?” said the Prince. “You shall have it—
within reason, you shall have it.” 

Astra raised her chin. “A loan.” 
The Prince stared, and for the first time, she knew he 

saw her for who she was, saw her quick and ready mind. 
She no longer cared. When Astra named her price and 
her conditions he nodded, and said it would be done. 
But that was not enough for Astra, who bade the nearest 
page to set it all in writing. And then she made to leave 
Madame’s house. 

She had no things to gather. The dress she would 
leave in its hiding place; whatever magic it had worked 
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was ended for her. She left without without a word of 
goodbye to what remained of her family. Madame had 
too long pretended that she was Astra’s mistress and not 
her mother, that Astra was not her own flesh-and-blood 
daughter, the eldest of three. And although she thought 
she heard a little sigh from Brielle, her sister Brielle, it 
was too late to drop that fiction now. 

The Prince was as good as his contract. With the sum 
of royal money, Astra departed from that kingdom to 
another, far away. There she set up shop as a 
dressmaker. It was not easy work, but it was of her 
choosing and her direction, and she was good at it, so 
she did not mind. She had nowhere to call home, and so 
at first slept on the hearth as she had always done, but 
she woke when she wished and she ate what she 
pleased, so she did not mind that, either. What she had 
done so well with scraps, she did better with yards of 
fine silk and lace and ribbon. 

Astra repaid her debt to the faraway prince in full. It 
was in time for his wedding. Not long after that, she had 
a house and a soft bed to call her own. Little by little, 
she filled her shelves with histories and dictionaries and 
encyclopedias, which she studied by night when she was 
not busy at a canvas. Astra was better with charcoal than 
with paints, but perhaps that was to be expected. She 
was not a great artist, but she was good enough to please 
herself. 

Sometimes Astra kept her home spick-and-span; 
sometimes, she let the dust pile on an inch thick, just 
because she could. Some nights she laid awake with 
Madame’s—Mother’s—voice echoing in her ears; other 
nights she slept soundly, curled with a cat under one 
arm and a dog under the other. She found friends—
though each one seemed to her a great surprise—among 
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her neighbors, her customers, the folk she met in the 
market. She had always been Astra to them. 

And sometimes, when her heart ached from old hurts 
and even the dog and the cat could not soothe her, she 
picked up her skirts and ran, as she had once run 
through the streets of the old kingdom. She ran through 
back alleys and past city limits; she ran until she came 
to dirt roads and meadows and clear streams of water, 
she ran until her body sang with exertion. She ran with 
her hair streaming behind her, with her face turned 
towards the sun. She ran, but she did not run away, for 
she was always where she wanted to be. 

 



	

 

My Pet Tiger 
Jessica Dylan Miele 
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Dear Solomon Brick, 

I wish I knew what you looked like. Your face isn’t 
anywhere on the Internet, why? I guess I’ve already 
screwed up this letter but I can’t start over because 
when you pen a note you have to keep going. Crossing 
out stuff doesn’t work since anyone can see what’s 
written even when it’s crossed out… unless you really x 
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it out and then it’s like I’m hiding something from you. 
I don’t want to hide nothing from you, Mr. Brick, you’ll 
have to trust me on that. I wonder what you think of me, 
since all you know for sure is my name. Believe me, I’m 
not that kind of Destiny. But I hope you’re the kind of 
Solomon Brick I think you are. Do you know how lucky 
you have it to be going about your business with a name 
like that? Writing a check to Solomon Brick on the first 
of every month makes it a little bit not dreadful, even 
though my teeth still hurt that you just upped the rent 
without even buying me flowers first. 200 bucks! My 
favorite flowers are Gerber daisies by the way. It 
doesn’t matter which ones… no, actually it does matter 
and I love the orange ones. Usually I test the men I meet 
to see if they pick orange. But there’s no need to test 
you, Mr. Brick. Can I call you Solomon? What a solid 
name, I mean it. Nothing could tear at a man like 
Solomon… a man like you. 

I know you’re busy so I’ll get to it: I’ve been 
wanting to get a dog for a long time, and your guy 
Derek Wallace told me you’d probably say no, but if I 
wrote you a letter, you would change your mind. And 
that’s why I’m cramping my hand over this letter, 
because Derek told me you much prefer a handwritten 
note to email. I tried writing you a letter asking for a 
dog… or at least I thought about it a bunch, but I just 
didn’t know what to say. I wasn’t about to beg and it felt 
dumb making those promises like, I promise my pup 
will be quiet, I promise my pup will be sweet to 
strangers. Because if I get a dog and she wants to bark 
I’m going to let her! I’m not about to take away any 
bitch’s bark. But I don’t want a dog just now. I mean I 
do, but I have this white tiger here that just might eat 
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even a pit with a side of bacon. Would you have let me 
have a pit bull? 

You don’t have to worry about me, by the way. The 
tiger and I are doing beautiful together. He even spoons 
me in bed while we sleep, with his grand white paw 
flopped over my neck. If you’ve never been able to 
cuddle with a tiger… well, I don’t know if you’ll get the 
chance. My tiger might not cuddle anybody else and in 
any case I’m not sharing. It’s the best sleep of my life. I 
never thought about the idea of falling asleep but that’s 
what a good sleep is like… just letting go and falling 
down deep. I don’t know if you can understand the 
relief of dropping out like that. I bet you’re a big guy, 
Solomon Brick. What did your Mama call you when 
you were a kid? Maybe something cute like Solly. I 
can’t even picture a little boy named Solomon, running 
around without his shoes and being so new in the world. 
I wonder if you ever worry about your tenants. Do you 
think about us at night, about all the terrible things that 
could happen as we come home after dark, fumbling 
with our keys to unlock the sticky deadbolts? As we 
crack open our windows to let in the cool air? As we 
hear someone in our driveway, picking through our 
glass bottles? Just now, my tiger came over and put his 
head heavy in my lap. I guess he could feel me get the 
all-overs. His eyes are the palest blue, like how it feels 
on those rare mornings I look out at the world without a 
hangover and everything is clear even before I’ve had 
my coffee. That makes me sound like an alcoholic, but 
trust me I’m not. I work at a bar 6 nights a week so I 
should know. I’ve seen some real drunks in my lifetime. 
I’m thinking of this one guy, Dickie, (what a name!), 
who wouldn’t even leave his bar stool when his 
daughter came in with mascara running down her face, 
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crying because she was going back to college the next 
day and needed money for her school books. 

My boyfriend finally bailed and I couldn’t be 
happier. Ever notice that you were supposed to be 
getting two checks every month but getting just one? I 
can’t believe I put up with that for so long. Sometimes I 
think about all the things I could have done had I saved 
6 hundred dollars each month… man, I could have 
flown to Las Vegas first-class and made a real go at the 
tables. Not that I have the stomach for gambling, but 
still that’s what I could have done. Luke always made 
me feel guilty for going bananas about paying the rent 
all by myself. It’s just money, he kept saying. You 
understand, right Mr. Brick? Money is never just 
money. Can’t say I don’t miss him. But I miss the Luke 
I used to know, the guy he was when we first met and 
he was the bass player for Mister Jones. I bet you 
haven’t heard of Mister Jones. They were good. I’m not 
going to describe them, because what if you’ve heard 
them and I get it all wrong? Let’s just say Mister Jones 
was good enough to get everybody to dance and the 
guys got laid almost every night. They used to play at 
my bar on Alberta Street. Luke still had his long hair 
and I could feel his dark eyes touching me as he played. 

It was just fun in the beginning. I don’t remember the 
first night I went home with him, but it wasn’t long after 
we met that we got a routine going. We were always 
talking… sometimes being funny, and sometimes we’d 
talk about real serious stuff. And the sex, Solomon, the 
sex! It was real wonderful for a while. We found your 
place and I belonged somewhere with somebody. And 
nobody bothered me. At the bar one night, Luke jumped 
on top of a guy and pounded his face. Broke the 
douchebag’s nose. I don’t know what the dude said, but 
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it must have been nasty and that just made my man go 
crazy. Then Luke decides to give up drinking. I didn’t 
believe him the first time he told me, because one of his 
eyes was drooping like it gets when he is totally wasted. 
But he actually did it, without going to meetings or 
nothing. Didn’t stop even when he got the sweats and 
the shakes. He quit the band and sold his upright bass. 
Sold it for only fifty dollars! 

I don’t want you to think I started hating him 
because he got sober. That would be wrong. But Luke 
wasn’t Luke when he was sober. He lost his smile. He 
was all dark and moody, prowling the house, snapping 
at me to wake up earlier and make him breakfast. He 
didn’t care before that most of what we ate was leftover 
bar food, but suddenly a burger and tater tots was too 
good for him. I kept saying he needed therapy. I still 
wish he’d go to therapy. Need to figure out how to deal 
with clear eyes. All we’d do is talk, he said. As if 
talking something out was the most pointless thing ever. 
It’s painful not to want to come home, do you know 
that, dear landlord? Everything was closed after my shift 
was over and so I would drive around, no music, 
windows down. Drive for hours, and when I finally 
came home he would be in my face, asking me 
questions, smelling my hair. Forget about a welcome 
home hug with his big arms wrapped around me. Forget 
about doing what we humans can really do. Luke used 
to be a licker… he would lick my spine, from the 
tailbone all the way up. Now he said I smelled too much 
like booze. I wonder if the woman upstairs ever 
complained to you or Derek about us. I wouldn’t blame 
her if she did. Luke would yell so I would yell louder. 
He kept telling me I needed to give up drinking too, but 
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seriously. Who dates a bar tender and demands she give 
up the bar? 

Booze is a great time. Maybe not for always, I know 
that. But tell me you haven’t ever had a day when the 
only thing that got you through was having a drink as 
the sun went down. I’m good at what I do because I love 
it. If you visit me, you’ll see me smiling and know that’s 
for real. I’m the one in the shiny sequin tops and killer 
shoes. I’m the one with the wild hair. My lipstick is 
always red and if you’re nice to me, I’ll mark my kiss 
on your cheek. Sure the jerks come out night after 
night… I don’t like them, but they don’t surprise me. 
I’ve been a bartender since I was 18 and I’ve had a fake 
ID since before that. My name on the fake ID was still 
Destiny. Yeah, I know it’s a ridiculous name. I’ve tried 
going by something else but it just doesn’t work. The 
sound order of Destiny has control over my brain 
somehow, and I am that string of sounds no matter how 
hard I try to deny it. 

Don’t be thinking I came from assholes that let me 
get at a bottle before I could walk. My mom still hasn’t 
forgiven me for leaving her like I did. She thinks I 
loathe her but I don’t. I just couldn’t be around her 
anymore. She’s got too much ugly she needs to deal 
with first. Every move I made had to meet her approval. 
She wouldn’t let me out of the house unless I was 
wearing a snowsuit with a scarf around my neck. All my 
teachers knew how to pronounce my last name on the 
first day of school because Mom had called to introduce 
herself to each one. I couldn’t even listen to my Sublime 
CD because of that stupid Parental Advisory sticker. Do 
you have kids, Mr. Brick? Don’t ever do what my mom 
did because it doesn’t work. The more she tried to cage 
me in, the more I had to be free. I gave it away to the 
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first boy I could, quick before I even thought about it 
because I knew if we didn’t do it fast enough we would 
get caught. Punishment for doing something bad is 
better than not doing it at all, that was my reasoning. I 
feel sick thinking about what I was like back then. There 
was a neighbor girl around my age that 
was obsessed with stickers. I could’ve been obsessed 
with stickers too, but instead all I wanted to do was do 
whatever my mom didn’t want me to do. It’s not her 
fault though. It has to be scary raising a daughter alone. 
After I moved in with my first boyfriend, my aunt came 
to visit and told me about what happened. How my 
mom used to be alive and dancing every time you saw 
her. Then she was raped at a party one night… that’s 
how she had me. So now you know: I usually don’t tell 
people that. 

Breaking up with Luke would’ve been impossible 
without the tiger. I can’t live on my own, I just can’t. 
My single friend Cindy lives in a big house with three 
roommates and she loves it, but that’s not for me. Just 
thinking about it gives me the all-overs. Meeting 
somebody new takes so long, and there are the false 
starts to deal with. When you’re alone you are just 
that… a-lone. I get disgusting when I’m by myself. 
Whoever wants me can have me, and even if I don’t like 
you, I need you, I want you, I burn for you. If only I 
don’t have to go to sleep by myself. The good news is, I 
won the apartment. It’s only fair because I was paying 
the rent, but Luke would have never seen it that way. 
After Luke stopped drinking, everything up to him was 
upside down and things that were down were all my 
fault. He even left his samurai swords on the wall, he 
was that much in a hurry to leave. I wish I’d snapped a 
photo series of his face that night… I could’ve turned it 
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into a flipbook and made a huge pot of money. Luke is 
looking pretty funny these days. Not only did he cut his 
hair, he shaved himself bald. He lost weight too, so to 
me he looks ill. I had been out all night and he met me 
at the door, ready for a fight. I walked in real slow with 
the tiger at my side, my skin tingling from all this joy. 
The tiger filled the room, bigger than our sad little 
loveseat, the muscles rippling through his great white 
striped body as he moved. A little bit of blood smeared 
across his furry cheek. When the beast turned ever so 
slightly towards Luke, the anger drained from his face 
and his mouth stretched into this mask of pure fright. I 
tried talking to him… I even said his name a couple 
times, but he wasn’t listening. He grabbed a broom 
handle and started jabbing at the air. That’s when the 
tiger roared. 

I still can’t believe the police haven’t arrived to take 
me away. I know it’s illegal to have exotic animals as 
pets in Oregon, and the way my tiger roared like that 
has got to be against some law. I’m sure you’re ready to 
have me evicted too. But you know what? It was worth 
it. Maybe you think you’ve heard a tiger’s roar before, 
but until you are standing so close to a beast when it 
makes a sound like that, you haven’t heard nothing. It 
was so loud it made a crack of lightning down the 
middle of the television screen. There was a heat 
coming from that roar. I want to say it was like a giant 
machine coming to life, but that’s not it. Those teeth, 
Mr. Brick. When the tiger roared, his ginormous pink 
mouth stretched open to show off his canine teeth ready 
to slice. It was so much more than anything I can tell 
you here. It was like the roar of God. Luke wet his 
pants. Then he screamed and ran out the door, taking the 
broom with him. 
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I just got back from the store. I bought at least fifteen 
pounds of lamb shoulder and fed it to my beast one at a 
time. One of these days, I’m going to have to teach him 
moderation, but I haven’t been able to do it just yet. I 
wonder if he’s bored. I took him out to the backyard but 
he lay down without even looking around. He seems 
content to sleep and eat, and roar when I need him. 
Every woman should have a pet tiger. It was so different 
walking home from the store, carrying two paper bags 
full of thick slabs of meat. Walking past the bus stop, a 
lone dudeguy shouted something about my ass, and I cut 
him a look, knowing for certain what would happen to 
him if he tried to follow me home. I used to work with 
this woman named Evelyn, who told me that she used to 
love getting attention and being hollered at… she used 
to wear teeny tiny skirts and tops that showed off her 
belly, and then a guy she knew forced himself on top of 
her. When Evelyn told me that, she was acting so dumb, 
like she had her shoulders all the way up to her ears and 
was like, see? that’s what I get. And you 
know, fuck that. I get all worked up just thinking about 
it. Especially because Evelyn wears baggy clothing 
now, and the man she is with is fat and ugly, and she 
acts so freaking grateful to him, like isn’t she lucky to 
only show off her gorgeous body to such a fat, 
disgusting slob? Just thinking about it makes me want to 
murder somebody. 

I wonder if you’re going to share this with the police. 
I wonder if a cop is actually reading this right now. Or if 
somebody is going to read parts of it out loud during my 
hearing. Let me just set the record straight here: I didn’t 
kill anybody. The tiger might have, but he wasn’t mine 
when it all went down, so I can’t be held accountable. 
He belonged to this guy Michael Terwilliger. I had no 
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idea who he was until he started coming in to the bar, 
tipping us real good even though he never actually 
drank all that much. He mostly just wanted to brag 
about his amazing act. I do tricks with lions and tigers, 
he would say, and kept waiting for us to ask about it, 
and we would, because we knew it meant more dollars. 
One night he told us that one of his tigers was at his 
house, and he invited all the girls to come and see. I was 
the only one who said yes, and I’ll admit it: I did it to 
spite Luke. I was tired of going home to his accusations, 
tired of having him in my face, tired of him, period. I 
just wanted to have a little fun. I didn’t even care that 
Michael was probably angling to have sex with me; 
even if he was a douche, he looked good, so I was game. 

When we got to his house, the tiger was lying in his 
cage, belly up, as if waiting to die. I wanted to open the 
cage, but Michael looked slightly anxious, and he kept 
reminding me that the tiger was a wild animal. As if I 
was an idiot. As if I thought the tiger was nothing but an 
oversized bunny rabbit, with stripes. When he finally 
agreed to undo the cage, he made me stand at the top of 
the stairs, to make sure I was safe, which was silly 
because I could just sense from the first moment the 
tiger and I locked eyes with each other that he would 
never hurt me. But it was sweet that Michael was 
looking out. So I was standing at the top of the stairs, 
watching as the beast slowly walked out of its cage, 
looking up at me with those blue eyes. I let out a little 
happy croon sound that the tiger seemed to like, and 
then I said I’d like to touch him. Just once. And Michael 
was like, no way, and I was insisting. I guess you could 
say I was flirting, why not? I thought that we were the 
only two people in his house. But then somebody came 
up from behind me. I didn’t see his face. I smelled him 
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though. He smelled like a very fat man, hammy, and he 
came up from behind me and said, Can I touch too? And 
then he put his hands on my hips. His hands on my bare 
skin. I told him to get off, and he mocked me. No need 
to be rude, that’s what he said. He pulled my body 
towards his, holding me like that so I couldn’t turn 
around, couldn’t get away. 

 

 
Illustration © 2018, Joyce Chng. 

 
Do you see now why women need tigers? There are 

too many men hiding at the top of the stairs, thinking 
they can do whatever they want with you. Thinking 
you’re rude if you don’t play nice. Even before I 
screamed, here came the white tiger, charging up the 
stairs. Not even a bullet could have stopped him. 
Michael Terwilliger wouldn’t have been fast enough—
he was still trying to assess the danger, to see if he 
couldn’t just talk his roommate out of whatever 
digusting plan he had for me. Heroes are too slow, too 
weak, too leniant. And they don’t have the teeth for it. 
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I was never afraid of the tiger, even as it lunged. 
After knocking the man down, the tiger went right for 
the neck. It was pretty gruesome, but not gratuitous. As 
soon as the man was dead, the attack was over, and that 
was how the tiger became mine. Michael was screaming 
and talking into his cellphone with spit coming out of 
his mouth, and he was sweating through his white 
Oxford shirt. I was just glad Michael was there, to serve 
as a witness when the police came, because there was no 
way that this shit was my fault. And that was when 
Michael started telling me that the police couldn’t know, 
because the tiger was stolen. So, as soon as I heard that, 
I just walked out with my tiger following after. 

And that’s it. Wish it could end there with a happily 
ever after, Beauty and the Beast style, but I’m not 
stupid. Any time now, I know the police are going to 
take my guardian away. Maybe you’ll be the one to 
make the call after you’ve read this later… maybe you 
already have. I just felt like I owed you an explanation, 
as to why I’d ever consider housing such a creature on 
your property. Hell. Maybe I’m also writing this in 
hopes you’d understand my plight and stand by me in 
some kind of Tigers for Women Now movement. 
Probably have a better chance at being heard with a 
name like yours. At least give it a day to think it over? 

All my best, 
Destiny Wychulis 
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Lifecycle Books and Binding  

 11 reviews 

Address: 616 Gastown Alley  
Hours: Closed now 

 Trish_Delaney 

 5 years ago 

A lovely little bookshop, situated across the street 
from the Parkland Retirement Residence. (Full 
disclosure, I work at the residence!) For years the 
seniors have chosen their books here; they love their 
biographies, and the owner keeps that section well 
stocked. The shop is somewhat inaccessible for those in 
wheelchairs, but walkers do fine, and there are plenty of 
comfy wingbacks for reclining and reading. I do wish 
he’d put some higher watt bulbs in though, since it is 
rather dark. The owner is a nice man. When the seniors 
wander off from the home, this is the first place we 
check and he is always very helpful. He keeps a cat and 
an owl (yes, an owl), and both are very friendly. All in 
all a lovely bookshop. It’s hard to get the seniors to 
leave! 
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 Gorilla_king 

 4 years ago 

i think the owner must be foriegn? which is fine, i’m 
not against foriegners, but I like them at least to know 
the language. why has no one comented on this? says “i 
am a bookshop” not “i run a bookshop” and things that 
drive you crazy 

 

 Lydia_Plowright 

 4 years ago 

I will always remember “Lifecycle Books and 
Binding” as the bookshop my daughter Annabelle 
loved. It was only three blocks from our house, and 
she’d go almost every weekend and return with a book 
or two. She discovered Jane Austen here. The owner 
was always so kind, and I remember he gave her a very 
special deal on the box set. Even when she didn’t need 
anything to read she’d go here to see the owl. When she 
disappeared, he kept a MISSING poster on the window 
for six months; he made it himself with a picture of 
Annabelle and the owl, her wearing the purple summer 
dress she loved and smiling to show all her braces. He 
must have taken it the day after her oboe recital, because 
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she had her hair in the tight braids I did for her then. I 
am sorry for writing such a personal review. I get very 
emotional when I think of this little bookshop and will 
always be grateful to it. 

 

 mystic_kitty 

 3 years ago 

i am a psychic and i like used books pre-loved books 
i call them with energies and there is nothing like 
reading a novel someone enjoyed before you but i 
cannot go here because this bookshop is full of spirits 
not haunted something else inside the aura is dense i 
choke towards the back stay away especially if you are a 
sensitive or clairvoyant the air is full of yammering it 
makes my skin crawl please be careful you can believe 
me i knew fukusima would happen before it did i am 
psychic 

 

 001_McKnight 

 2 years ago 

Pros:  
1. Everything is two or three bucks.  
2. You can get your books rebound here I guess? 
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Cons:  
1. Poor selection. Too few novels, and in the bio section 
covering the back wall there’s nobody I’ve ever heard 
of.  
2. Smelly and cluttered. Found a hearing aid between 
books in the back shelves. 

Conclusion: I think I’ll stick to Chapters. 

 

 Nadia_Davies_:) 

 8 months ago 

My experience with “Lifecycle Books and Binding” 
goes as follows. I was at a dentist appointment nearby, 
and on my way to catch the bus when I saw the sign out 
front, “We Have Your Book!” and remembered that I’d 
promised to pick up something for my daughter at the 
library. She’s in fifth grade and likes dystopian 
fantasies. So I ducked in. The shop was rather dim and 
smelled funny, and the owner was at work behind a 
mound of paper and old books. “Do you have a fantasy 
section?” I said. He was binding a book and looked up a 
little cluelessly. “A fantasy section, do you have a 
fantasy section?” I repeated. He smiled and gestured to 
the back of the shop. Well, I skimmed a few books there 
and found one with an intelligent-looking girl in tight 
braids on the cover. I always try to get my daughter 
books with strong female leads, and I was in a rush—so 
I put it in my purse, paid the man, and caught my bus. 
Now, it’s possible that the owner misunderstood me 
when I said “fantasy,” since my mouth was still numb 
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from the dental freezing, but on the bus I took a look at 
what I’d bought and discovered it was actually some 
sort of biography. It described the girl’s life in a 
straightforward way: she played the oboe, she liked Jane 
Austen, and her favorite movie line was, “Life is such a 
beautiful thing, when I’m dead I shall find it so very 
hard to forget.” She’d kept a secret journal in which she 
recorded everything, Anne Frank-like; apparently she’d 
wanted to become a writer. A good role model for my 
daughter, maybe, but the book itself was extraordinarily 
boring. I will definitely be returning it next week when I 
go for my second filling. If anyone knows a good 
dystopian fantasy for her, please let me know! 

 

 Dan_D 

 3 months ago 

People, don’t insult the dude’s owl. It regurgitated 
something right in front of me and I sort of made a 
face—next thing I know, the owner’s offended and 
explaining the whole damn process of how all the 
undigested bits of prey like the bones and fur of a mouse 
are condensed in the gizzard and expelled as a package. 
“This pellet, remarkable!” he says, and actually picks up 
the thing between his fingers to prove his point. “And 
owls are not the only things that do this.” Noted, sir, 
noted. 
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 Zeke_Walpole 

 1 month ago 

I have used the services of this venue thrice for the 
rebinding of old folios, and by all appearances it is just 
what you want from a hole-in the-wall bookshop: stacks 
of books high as your chin, the air saturated in the 
aroma of aging paper, a cat that ghosts about the place, 
brushing your shins, and an owl that watches as you 
browse. Indeed, Orwell’s “paradise where charming old 
gentlemen browse eternally among calf-bound folios” 
comes to mind. And yet, the books! The books 
themselves will assuredly sink deep into oblivion. Who 
wants to spend four-hundred pages will “Bonnie L. 
Willis,” a woman who “liked to knit and garden” and 
ended up lonely in a retirement home? Who would 
willingly read of the illnesses and chronic pains 
described in Nadia Davies: A Tortured Life—of which 
the greatest is the writing style! Was it Jonson who 
spoke of prose that kills its subject? My advice, stay 
away from the shelves; the value of this shop is in 
entirely in the rebinding service. 

 

 mystic_kitty 

 1 month ago 
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mother gaia im used to seeing what no one else sees 
but i cant stand anymore please if anyone is reading 
meet me at the end of gastown alley in two weeks 
november 16 at 7pm when the shop closes the stars are 
best then bring charms of course it will still be 
dangerous but im a lover of all spirits it is why im here 
and i will go alone if i have to 

 

 Lydia_Plowright 

 2 weeks ago 

mystic_kitty, I’ve just read the reviews. Are you 
there? Is it too late to meet you at the end of Gastown 
alley? I’m five minutes away. Wait for me, I’m coming. 

 

 Shelby_1 

 today 

I don’t normally go online and write reviews, but this 
is a really kind man going through a rough time. He’d 
just lost his pet owl to some hostile customers 
apparently, and for financial reasons he was closing 
down shop for good. He gave me some books, free, and 
we had a real heart-to-heart about the plight of used 
book stores—not many people are interested in reading 
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anymore, attention spans and all that. He told me he 
wanted to return home, but home was so far away he 
wasn’t really up for the trip. Instead, he was going to 
open a new store, one that sold dolls, antiques and 
vintage figurines I guess he meant. “It will be hard. I 
was a bookstore for all my life and know nothing else. 
But a man’s got to eat somehow.” Yes indeed. All the 
best, sir, and thanks for the books. There’s one on 
mysticism, looks like, and one on grief—I’ve put them 
on my bedside for tonight. 
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G. 
The ride got bumpy, which was unfortunate because the 
foam-padded cushion had been ripped right off his seat, 
the rivets which had held it in place sticking out. Georgi 
sat squashed against a window at the very back, 
watching the heads of the sleeping passengers bobble as 
the bus made the turns on the switch-backed mountain 
road. The image was comforting: angry workers 
reduced to slobbering toy-heads; it gave matters a 
comical spin, steering him away from a full-blown 
anxiety attack, a feat which was becoming harder to pull 
off with each kilometer closer to the city. 

They passed a corroded sign claiming Plovna’s 
source was but a thirty minute walk off the main road. 
Up a dirt path, the arrow indicated, amid overlapping 
rows of pine and birch. 

He shut his eyes. The spring of Plovna, pure, a blue 
brook trickling down the mountain, picking up speed 
and water and rushing headlong into the city carrying 
life to become- 

The muddy river ran beneath the Bridge of Founders 
in his old battered quarter, where the air was suffused 
with the heavy smell of melting tarmac, truck exhaust, 
and a skyscraper diorama lay open in the distance, 
veiled in Plovna’s pastel mist; he was gripping the 
bridge rail, his two best friends on either side of him, 
the face of his dying mother drawn with a finger in the 
cloudscape, while she lay, blanketed by television light, 
in her living room- 

The bus jerked to a stop. Some passengers woke up, 
grumbled and smacked their lips, craning necks to see 
the car ahead that had braked so suddenly, as the driver 
honked the horn and hollered and cursed. When the bus 
picked up speed again they went back to sleep. 
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At a gas station near the top of the mountain they 
stopped to stretch their legs and smoke in the chill 
summer dawn, the sun’s first rays spearing the thick 
forest from below. Georgi paced around the bus, 
windbreaker zipped all the way up. Was he really that 
anxious about the week’s events? Was this stage fright 
he felt? His role in the planned protests was a marginal 
one, a brief moment of nothing, so no, he decided, there 
was nothing to fear, really, and he was probably just a 
bit car-sick. From a pocket he pulled out a paper bag 
with tea biscuits, just about the only thing he could eat 
these days, and wolfed them down. 

The driver emerged from the porta-potty adjacent to 
the station and trundled toward the bus, a cigarette 
dangling from his lips. He took one last drag and flicked 
the butt at the road before climbing inside. He shouted 
after his passengers out the side-window. Petar, the 
group’s coordinator, counted heads when everyone had 
boarded, then give the driver the thumbs-up. 

Once the bus reached the summit, and the road was 
starting to level out, Georgi began to feel queasy. He 
regretted the biscuits. Scolded himself for stress eating. 

The forest thinned out; they were on the other side of 
the mountain now, hurtling downslope. Georgi clutched 
his grumbling belly. 

As the bus rounded a curve, and Vasilegrad sprouted 
into view as if risen freshly from the earth, and the 
passengers were elbowing each other, pointing and ooh-
ing and aah-ing at the sprawling metropolis before them, 
Georgi’s stomach pitched, and he threw up in his paper 
bag. 
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M. 
The second alarm did the trick. Bedroom blinds 

snapped open and a white morning sun poured right in. 
She turned over and groaned in her pillow. It’d been a 
horrible night, a gut-wrenching, sweaty, shouting-after-
interns night, one of those work nights Viki had warned 
her about only after she’d signed the contract to join the 
firm, and all she wanted now was just another wink of 
sleep. 

But her apartment didn’t let her: the alarm, the 
blinds, and now the vibrating mattress. She sprang out 
of bed pissed at everything and everyone, and padded to 
the kitchen, smacking a dry mouth, thinking perhaps she 
should’ve skipped that vodka nightcap. (But then what 
would’ve taken the edge off, her hungover mind 
countered, what would’ve provided a ladder down from 
1 espresso/hr land?) 

Her body was barely holding together. She made 
toast, no butter, no jam, and forced herself to chew. 

On the toilet, spreading out her folder icons neatly in 
a semi-circle. No downtime, as Viki said, not even on 
the can. Prodding her finger at the floating icons forced 
documents to spring up out of thin air, spreadsheets, 
timetables, reminders, to-dos. Rearranging items in little 
bursts of finger-snapping, conducting an orchestra of 
menial tasks and PR bullshit, swiping through her 
Rolodex, checking her mailbox for unread messages 
(one urgent from her boss, many others marginally less 
so), before clicking her exposé shut. Wiping, flushing. 

Dialing. 
“Sleep well, Matty?” Roberto’s voice in her ear, as 

irritating as ever. 
“Log-like.” 
“Good. I need you well rested.” 
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“What’s so urgent?” Pulling her trousers on. 
“Today we shift to turbo-gear, Matty.” 
As if her years in the company weren’t all exactly 

that, she thought, rolling her eyes. “Uh huh.” 
“Lagetti wants to meet the team.” 
She stopped buttoning her shirt half-way up. 

“In person?” 
“In person, the whole team. We’re nearing the 

endgame, Matty, so be on time.” He paused, then, “And 
comb your hair, don’t come looking like you screwed 
all night.” He laughed. 

“Dick.” 
“Don’t be late.” And his voice, like a swatted 

mosquito, went away from her ear. 
She dressed, brushed her teeth, all while her mind 

scrambled to prepare what she had to say to the mayor: 
X was her strength, Y her weakness, emphasis on factor 
Z while downplaying Q, pointing at analyses spat out by 
her software Workers alongside suggested outcomes, so 
and so backed by charts and graphs, visually intuitive. 

She’d manage. 
She paused before the mirror, cocked her head 

sideways. Her hair, as frizzy as ever, resembled a 
novelty wig. “I wish,” she said, put on her jacket and 
got out. 

 
G. 
They had to park the bus in an underground garage 

and walk to Balkan Sq. It made him only queasier, 
stomach turning as the bus dove under the streets of the 
city he’d been avoiding so long, and now he was not 
only there but underneath it, suffocating in its entrails, 
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but he fought it down, eyes closed and convincing 
himself it was only his Bully. 

Which, paradoxically, made him feel better when 
they emerged out in the open, marching in the beating 
morning sun to the rendezvous point with placards on 
their shoulders, the people of Vasilegrad scarcely 
paying them mind. 

The hum of city trams, unfocused looks on 
passengers’ faces, gumminess of street tarmac in the 
summer. Smell of burek from the ubiquitous bakeries. 

A large group was already waiting for them at the 
square, milling about in clumps of five or ten, refreshing 
themselves near the fountain sprays and munching on 
homemade sandwiches. 

Petar joined the other coordinators to confer. They 
swapped files, schedules. Glanced at wristwatches. 

The marble flagstones reflected the sun, and Georgi 
could only see if squinting, and so he took in the whole 
plaza in successive slivers: the fountain jets with 
rainbows in their coiled grips, lindens and oaks casting 
shade to men and women on benches, traffic swirling on 
the alley, and beyond the alley the baroque buildings 
which encircled them, dotted with people perched on 
balconies observing the crowd below. 

“Waiting for Petrich, Nish, and Strumitsa,” said 
Petar when he returned. “Then we move.” Georgi saw 
the other coordinators relay the same information to 
their own groups. Mostly white, no collars, was the 
loose dress code-for the heat, or to mock aristocracy, 
Georgi didn’t know; in the shimmer it seemed to him 
like they were all draped in togas. Shirts scrawled with 
slogans, in marker or lipstick, ripped jeans or tracksuits 
with sneakers or sandals. Equal Speeds = Equal Rights. 
Ax the Axer. And some such. 
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Within thirty minutes the groups from the three 
remaining cities arrived, and picking up their placards, 
whistles in their mouths, the river of protesters overran 
the streets. 

 
M. 
Following Mayor Lagetti’s address to the twenty or 

so employees of the firm, laden with clichés like we’re 
in it for the long haul, and the work you’re doing is 
invaluable, or Matea’s favorite, the cherry on top, the 
spin to end all spins, when you think about it, it’s the 
common citizen that benefits most, reframing the 
mayor’s Big Tech-backed legislation as beneficial for 
the workers of the country, Roberto had pulled her 
aside, and told her there was to be a second round of 
talks with a select few agents, one of whom was her, the 
purpose of which he couldn’t go into right this moment. 

So she sat at her desk, clicking her pen, waiting to be 
called into Roberto’s office-which belonged, for the 
duration of her visit, to the mayor-for her one-on-one 
with Lagetti. Newsfeeds popped up, offering the latest 
in world affairs, but she flicked them off one by one 
until only a report on Balkan Square was left. She 
played the drone footage of the gathering protesters. A 
lake of white swans, undulating. Zooming in, and some 
were looking up at the drones, reminding her of faces in 
first-contact shots of Amazon tribes. “Hopeless fools,” 
she said, though not without a trace of empathy, before 
flicking the video off like a booger. 

Roberto came and led her to the office, then shut the 
glass door from outside, leaving her alone with the 
mayor. 
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“Ms. Nakovska,” Lagetti was shaking her hand, 
“please, have a seat.” 

She pulled up the padded chair opposite her desk, the 
chair Roberto usually had employees sit in while he 
rattled off reasons for their ineluctable dismissal. 

Lagetti said, “How have you been enjoying the 
campaign so far?” 

“Hectic,” she admitted, sitting down, “which often 
means fun.” 

“How do you think I come off?” 
“Polls give us good numbers, there’s a slight dip in 

popularity, but that’s only to be expected. Law’s not 
easy to sell.” 

“Which is why I pay you.” 
“Which is why you pay us.” 
“But I didn’t ask about polls,” Laggeti said, leaning 

forward on Roberto’s desk. “In your opinion, what are 
my chances for another term?” 

Through the transparent walls of Roberto’s office she 
could see her colleagues shuffling about, trying their 
hardest not to be obviously gaping her way. She focused 
on the mayor, “I’d say we’ll have to fight harder for the 
fourth, but you do stand a chance of winning it, 
especially with the Right in such disarray.” 

“Indeed.” 
“My analytic Workers have been churning out data, 

and I believe if we time our moves well, we can pull off 
another victory for you at next year’s elections, 
provided we capitalize on—” 

“Thank you,” she said, then considered something 
for a moment. “You’re from Mayadin.” A stated fact, 
not a question, and Matea froze at the mention of her 
old quarter, the slum of the city; the musk of the porous 
hovel in which she grew up came back to her, the thick 
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stench of rice for breakfast, lunch, and dinner, and she 
held her breath, blushing, as if the mayor could 
otherwise smell her childhood poverty on her. 

“Yes,” Matea said when her confusion passed, 
“moved out at sixteen.” 

“Right.” 
“Been living and working here since.” 
Lagetti stared at her through her rectangular glasses, 

then lifted them up to her head, looked away. The 
people hovering around the office sprang into motion. 
She said, “I want you to be part of a second, smaller 
team, Ms. Nakovska. You’ve tried to sell this nasty 
piece of legislation to the proles without much success, 
so protests have started, people from the whole country 
are pouring in as we speak, and the companies aren’t too 
pleased with my handling of the whole affair, their 
hands are reaching for my neck.” She smiled at Matea 
with genuine excitement. “Which means it’s time for 
phase two.” 

 
G. 
Chanting slogans and weaving through the streets of 

the city, when a teenaged boy crept up to him. “Petar 
says you grew up here.” 

Georgi shifted the weight of the placard he was 
carrying-the grim reaper, wielding an ax instead of a 
scythe-to the other shoulder. “He’s right.” 

“Why’d you leave?” 
They rounded a corner to a big boulevard that had 

been closed off by police for the duration of their 
scheduled protest. “No choice,” Georgi said. “Where are 
you from?” 

The teenager gave the name of his village. 



Damien Krsteski	

60 

“You like it there?” 
“Not anymore,” he said, and by way of explanation 

nodded his head at the mass of protesters before them. 
“I’m Dean.” 

“Georgi.” They shook hands briefly. “What do you 
do?” 

When a chorus of whistles died down, the boy Dean 
said, “Graphics, for hire, by the hour. Self-taught, both 
two-and three-dee, moving heavy loads, as you can 
imagine, uploading for abroad.” He shook his head, “I 
need my speed, my whole family eats from my work. 
Fuck this shit.” And shouted, and blew his whistle. 

After an intersection where a big Orthodox church 
sunned its dome of bronze scales, they halted. A woman 
shouted slogans into a bullhorn for the crowd to repeat, 
then they were herded into a narrower street which led 
directly to the town hall. He looked around but Dean 
was gone. 

Petar came shouldering his way through the crowd. 
“We think you should speak first.” 

Georgi’s stomach squirmed. “Now?” 
“When we get there.” Petar was surveying the people 

as he spoke, as if counting heads again, “First we throw 
a bunch of tomatoes, eggs, we chant a while, then we 
start the gig. You go up, then a local girl, then some 
bands.” 

His Bully was coming back, like two hands 
squeezing food up his gullet. Except he hadn’t eaten 
since the biscuits this morning, and they were gone 
already, so there was nothing to squeeze out. “Alright,” 
he told Petar, and Petar patted him on the side of the 
arm and left. 
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The movement needed him; he needed to overcome 
his condition, and come through for them. He 
swallowed the acid that had come up. 

 
M. 
“You knew about this?” 
Lagetti had left, and Matea was alone with Roberto 

in his office, their colleagues pretending to be busy 
within eyesight. 

“You don’t know what it’s like working for her.” 
Roberto, sitting on the side of his desk, shrugged. 
“Worst control freak you’ve seen. She likes to 
manipulate, play us against each other, Tech sector, 
lawyers, our firm, and she plays us all a little too well. 
And no, I knew jack shit until she came here. She may 
have dropped a hint here and there, but she’s never gone 
and said outright, this and this is what we do, here’s 
how we approach the problem, you know, common 
sense shit when you work with PR.” 

He never spoke so much as when distressed. Small, 
in his suit and tie, a boy in his father’s clothes. Matea 
almost felt sorry. 

“And what’s with this background bullshit?” 
Crossing her arms, “You gave her my school yearbook 
or what?” 

“She wanted to know who she’s dealing with. 
Fucked if I know how she picked out the agents for 
her—” making air-quotes “—phase two, but she asked 
for some tidbits, where you guys grew up, family 
history, and the like, and what was I to do? Deny her 
that? She’s dumping truckloads of money on us, Matty.” 

She watched him be uncomfortable for a bit, then 
said, “Nothing changes, though.” 
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“No.” He looked at her, startled. “We operate the 
way we operate. As professionals. She’s no different 
from any other client,” he said, his body saying 
otherwise. 

This shift in power dynamics was starting to freak 
her out, so she went back to her desk, leaving him to 
gather his thoughts. On the large translucent display 
above Viki’s former desk-which, out of some odd sense 
of respect by the whole firm, was still unclaimed by 
another agent-she could see the unfolding protest, the 
river of people filling up the square in front of Lagetti’s 
town hall. They even had a stage, and some poor 
schmuck was going up it now, trembling like a leaf. 

“Somebody’s special,” Tommy whispered in her ear. 
She whirled around, “And somebody’s jealous.” 
“Won’t deny it.” He pulled up a chair from another 

desk. “To see this business through to the end? Who 
wouldn’t want that? Meanwhile,” he smirked, “I’ll be 
putting out fires for drunken celebs if you ever need 
me.” Then, with a straight face, “So, what do you make 
of it?” 

She blew out her cheeks, “Don’t know, Tommy. It’s 
a one-eighty turn.” She gave off a humorless laugh. 
“Don’t know whether I should feel better or worse about 
that bunch now.” Jerking her thumb in the direction of 
the display and the protesters. 

“Yeah,” he said, eyes unfocused as if deep in some 
moral dilemma. “Let’s talk it over lunch. Rice 
Baroness?” 

“Too busy.” 
“I’ll grab some, we’ll eat here.” 
She looked around the cluttered office, the agents 

swiping through air for invisible documents, chatting to 
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themselves. “Alright, I’ll come with. But we’re back in 
twenty minutes. You’ll have to eat fast.” 

 
G. 
Once words started coming out of his mouth he 

could barely contain them. He was gesturing with the 
speech he’d prepared clutched in his hand, but he didn’t 
so much as glance at the writing on the page. The noon 
sun made it hard to see the crowd, which liberated him, 
he was speaking to nobody, yammering into the heat, 
and he could speak his heart out without fear of a 
reaction, so he told of his depraved childhood, of having 
to work for his Mommy’s medicine, of this city that had 
mistreated him every step of the way until adolescence 
when she’d died and he’d finally freed himself from the 
fetters of these stinky streets by way of a bus ticket, 
one-way trip to a village on the other side of the country 
he’d picked out at random. And he spoke of what had 
allowed him to escape, the online access to a global 
market where he could offer his skills, the ease and 
affordability of access which now the city was trying to 
take away, and impoverish him and everyone at this 
protest further, and pull them all back, back into the 
slums, because the fetters had never been broken, and it 
had taken a single tug of the chains from the city 
administration to remind him of that. 

When he stepped off the stage Petar was waiting for 
him. “Did great,” he was beaming. Handing him a bottle 
of clear red liquid, “Better than great. Amazing.” The 
crowd was alternating between cheering themselves and 
booing the mayor, blowing into their whistles, hurling 
eggs at the town hall facade. Most hit the tall fence, and 
drooped down its bars to fry on the pavement. 
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His hand shaking, Georgi took a swig. He gulped 
down half the quince juice before he remembered he 
wasn’t supposed to have sugary drinks. “Thanks,” he 
said, wiped his mouth. 

“Amazing,” Petar squeezed his shoulder, sounding 
surprised himself, “amazing job.” He vanished back into 
the crowd just as a twenty-something year old girl was 
going up the stage. 

Georgi’s whole body was numb. He was excited, he 
realized he was clapping, cheering the girl on while she 
spoke, and despite the adrenaline coursing through his 
body, squirming in his belly, his Bully wasn’t there. 
Kept at bay, somehow. 

He’d spoken before a crowd numbering in the tens of 
thousands. 

Sweat ran down his face. Feverishly, he clapped and 
cheered. He’d been up there just moments before, and 
though he was finding it hard to believe, he’d come 
down unscathed. 

 
M. 
After lunch, slurping black coffee to avoid the 

dreaded chicken pad thai coma, isolated in one of the 
sound-proofed phone booths in the office, Matea was 
flicking through files related to the gig. 

She tried to keep a professional outlook, isolate the 
client from the person, think of the whole affair as a 
surgical procedure which needed to be performed fast, 
no time to stop and mull over motive: just put on the 
rubber gloves, pick up the scalpel. But besides being in 
PR, she was also, to the surprise of many, human. And 
her scalpel, or her coffee spoon, rather, was shaking in 
her hand. She set it down on a napkin. 
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Her thoughts strayed to Lagetti; not the client, 
mayor, or cut-throat politician, but Lauren Lagetti the 
person. The layers to this person’s planning, the ways in 
which she hand-picked people to work for her, and 
played them like little pawns in a game she could only 
see, a game which seemed, Matea thought, very close to 
her heart. She respected that. Enough to know to not 
even try and start peeling off those layers of her plan. 
No use for what would ultimately result in loss of focus. 
And yet it nagged her. Lagetti had asked her about 
Mayadin. Or, not even asked, not even a question about 
the neighborhood from her childhood, Lagetti had just 
said it out loud as a fact. To hang in the air between 
them. As a reminder: this is who you are, and don’t 
forget it. You don’t belong. 

And there’d been no malice in her voice. No bad 
intent. Matea took a sip of coffee, the cold bitterness 
clearing her mind for an instant. Lagetti had said it to 
remind, yes, but not undermine, she realized. She’d 
been too busy feeling embarrassed to notice, but now, 
thinking about the tone and her expression, that non-
smile tugging at the corner of the mayor’s lips, she 
couldn’t help but wonder whether Lagetti had said it 
almost encouragingly. This is who you are, and don’t 
forget it. 

You don’t belong, Matea could imagine Lagetti 
saying, and that’s good. 

 
G. 
Georgi showered in the cabin in his motel room, 

standing in one spot, eyes closed, letting the water drip 
down his head. No soaping or scrubbing. 
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There was a banging on his door. He turned the 
lukewarm water off. His roommates were out, carousing 
in some seedy Vasilegrad bar to celebrate a successful 
day of protesting. “In a minute.” Wrapping a towel 
around him. Padding to the door, leaving wet footprints 
on the dirty carpet. 

“Hey, bad time?” But Petar was already stepping 
inside. “How are you?” He sat down on one of the 
bottom bunks. 

Georgi said, “What’s up?” 
“Today went great,” Petar said. “Just got back from a 

meeting with the coordinators. Everybody agreed-you 
were the highlight of the protest.” 

“Uh huh.” 
“I mean, the honesty, the sob story, the way you 

drove the point home.” He waved his arms as if 
conducting a symphony. “Pitch perfect.” 

“Well,” Georgi said, not sure how to continue. 
“Did you practice it?” 
“Yes,” he lied. 
“I admit, for a minute there I thought your knees 

would buckle.” 
“So did I.” 
“But all went smooth as butter.” Petar looked around 

the tiny room for the first time, the duffel bags stuffed 
with clothes, scattered shirts and socks hanging loosely 
from the beds, phones charging, deodorants with their 
caps off. He stood. “Which is why we have more ideas 
for you.” 

“Speech?” 
“No. Something else. More important, even. Could 

potentially rally more people behind the equality cause, 
help us drive the last nail in this law’s coffin.” Eyeing 
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him, gauging his reaction, “Could potentially get us in a 
bit of trouble.” 

 

 
Illustration © 2018, Eric Asaris. 

 
Georgi wrapped his hands around himself. He was 

getting cold. “Okay,” he said. 
Petar beamed. “Okay, he says.” He went to the door, 

opened it, “I’ll fill you in on the details when we have 
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them worked out. Get some rest, you’ve earned it,” he 
said, and left. 

Georgi toweled himself off properly, and stood by 
the window. His room overlooked the motel’s dark 
backyard, on which three other buildings had their backs 
turned, and he watched one of the motel’s staff lug two 
garbage bags to the dumpsters, throw them in, glass 
shattering, watched him close the lids with a thud and 
smoke a cigarette in a hurry before slipping back in 
through the employees’ entrance. Georgi studied the sky 
a while, the patch of it not blocked by the surrounding 
buildings. The city couldn’t be seen from his vantage 
point, but it could be deduced, indirectly observed in the 
way its light, carried upward in the fumes from the 
factories, bleached out the night stars, a pale yellow 
haze hovering above everyone, the city’s sweat, stinking 
up the air. 

He closed the blinds and went to bed. 

 
M. 
To bring them to a boiling point. 
Which is almost where they were, Matea thought, 

drone cam footage of the protest playing in the 
background, while she thumbed through blog posts, 
chirps, IMs, and other such online effluvia germane to 
the day’s events. 

A counter-campaign, perhaps, running on all 
channels, accusing the protesters of accepting bribe 
money from Lagetti’s political opponents, thus framing 
their whole movement as an elaborate smear stint one 
year before the election. Old school, but it should get 
them riled up. Boiling point, perhaps. She liked the idea, 
and wrote it down in her pad. 
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The bell rang. She padded to the intercom. “Yes?” 
“Wine delivery for the good agent.” 
She buzzed her friends in. 
Going through her apartment to pick up scattered 

socks or shirts, dumping them on her bed, and just as 
she closed the bedroom door she heard them stomping 
up the stairs, and on the landing, and a series of playful 
knocks came on her door. 

She ushered Viki and Tommy in, let them settle in 
while she went to put the white wine they’d brought in 
the fridge, taking the place of one of her already-chilled 
bottles. Viki set the coasters on the low table when 
Matea walked back in the living room-bottle by the 
neck, three flute glasses by their stems in her other 
hand, cork-opener in her mouth-and Matea placed the 
glasses on the coasters, uncorked the bottle, and poured 
cold wine in each glass. 

“To our fucking job,” she said as they clinked 
glasses. On the curved screen muted footage from the 
protest played, shots of placards, people mouthing 
slogans. 

“Your fucking job,” Viki said. 
Tommy said, “Not like you don’t miss it.” 
“Not in the least,” she said, and sipped. “So, Tommy 

gave me a partial update, but I want to hear it all from 
you. Shit’s going down, seems like?” Her eyes glinted 
with excitement. 

To Tommy, Matea said, “Doesn’t miss it. Like, at 
all.” 

“Oh, shut it.” 
So Matea gave them both a rundown of the day’s 

office event, Tommy hearing it for the second time, but 
nonetheless appearing equally as interested in the 
retelling as Viki: the one-on-one with the mayor, the 
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mayor’s outlining of the second phase of a plan which 
seemed to be unfolding as intended, much to everyone’s 
surprise; her awkward chat with Roberto, which made 
wine come out of Viki’s nose, she laughed so hard 
hearing of her former boss’ confusion; her work back 
home, when the gravity of the ordeal had finally hit her, 
the ideas swirling in her head on how to proceed, and by 
the time she’d gotten to that, half the wine was gone. 

“The Axer,” Tommy told Viki, using the protesters’ 
own slang for the Act for Communication Speed 
Redistribution, nodding his head at Matea’s curved 
screen, “just to get that to happen.” On the screen the 
protesters marched mutely toward the town hall. 
“Backstabbing her corporate sponsors in the process.” 

“Who knew Rosa Luxemburg was mayor of 
Vasilegrad?” 

“It shouldn’t surprise those who’ve known her, 
actually.” Matea grabbed a tattered old paperback from 
the end table by the sofa. “I picked up her 
autobiography on my way home. You know, it’s hard to 
recall because we were so young back when she was 
first voted into office, but man, she used to be hardcore, 
running on a mainly anti-corporate platform, stressing 
worker rights as a major priority.” On the creased cover 
was a young Lagetti, up on somebody’s shoulders, 
bullhorn to her mouth and face contorted in a rictus of 
anger, ash-blonde hair curled down the sides. 

“She used to be Left as fuck,” Tommy said. 
“Remember my Dad saying that, though not exactly as a 
compliment.” 

“Still is,” Matea said, “just playing the long game.” 
“God have mercy on us,” Viki muttered 

dramatically, and poured more wine in her glass. Tipped 
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the bottle toward Matea and Tommy in turn, and both 
nodded so she poured wine in their glasses, too. 

“The worst thing to’ve happened to this city, she told 
me, was the common people who’ve all but bled out of 
it, scattering across the country in search for cheaper 
rent, fairer jobs, cleaner air. And now, she said, with this 
controversial law she’s brought them all back.” 

“Wonder what she has in mind, how this long game 
of hers is supposed to end.” 

“Well,” she began, but then the recorded footage of 
today’s protest caught her eye, the thin man up on the 
stage gesticulating wildly with a few sheets of paper 
clutched in his hand, his eyes squinting in the sun or due 
to the sweat dripping down his forehead, and Matea got 
off the sofa and stepped closer to the screen, because the 
man was familiar, and she shushed her guests and 
unmuted the footage to hear his voice, his speech 
booming in her living room, and she cupped her mouth 
with her hand, because of course it was him, she knew 
that man speaking up on that stage, missing forty 
kilograms and with a receding hairline but there was no 
mistaking him, her childhood friend. 

 
G. 
On the second day of protests wispy white clouds 

striped a blue sky. The procession started from an 
unkempt, overgrown park in Hnatt whose name Georgi 
didn’t know, coiled through the quarter’s smaller alleys, 
only to wind up once more around noon before the town 
hall and the stage which awaited there. 

Petar and the other coordinators handed out pickle 
and ham sandwiches, and Georgi quickly ate his, 
forgetting in all the commotion and excitement that he 



Damien Krsteski	

72 

wasn’t supposed to, but forgetting, also, to get sick and 
throw up, and so he didn’t, and for the first time in a 
long while he had a whole meal without a part of it 
coming back up. 

The lineup included a violinist who’d be hit hard by 
the Axer’s recalculated bandwidth prices, living in the 
south-western village of Sloeshtitsa, selling her music in 
snippets to film or recording studios, but also three 
freelance writers from the eastern seaside, one software 
developer from Voyvodina, and a local standup, dishing 
out stale jokes at his mayor’s expense. 

When the stage show ended, and the crowd was 
starting to disperse toward the cafés and taverns close 
by, Petar took Georgi for a walk by the riverside. 

“Holding up?” Petar squeezed Georgi’s shoulder. 
“Sure.” 
They turned a corner onto a cobbled street, and a 

wave of warm air splashed their faces, carrying faint 
traces of tar and gutted fish. On the dilapidated Bridge 
of Founders, back in his old quarter, back with his 
friends, the stench of Plovna intermingled with the 
stench of poverty, of his diseased mother’s bedroom- 

They walked the path beside the ocher river, Georgi 
reading the names etched into the benches to keep his 
mind off the assailing memories. Petar spoke of the 
logistics of the protests. They sat down, facing Plovna. 
Waves of smeared black and gold passed before them. 

“That something,” Petar began. “Which you agreed 
to yesterday. Let’s discuss that.” 

“Yes?” 
“Friday morning, before the town hall vote. There 

will be one final debate, televised and streamed. Nation-
wide broadcast. They reached out to us, asking for our 
most articulate and well-spoken representative—” at 
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this he squeezed Georgi’s shoulder again “-to argue 
against the Axer with the mayor, no less, because she’ll 
be there, too, in that studio.” 

“Uh huh.” 
“Well,” Petar said, “you won’t be there to just 

argue.” 
He swallowed. A steamboat sailed by, packed with 

tourists snapping shots of the city. “What then? Hurt 
her?” 

“What are you, crazy?” Petar laughed. “No. Just 
humiliate her. Way she’s been humiliating us.” Petar 
refused to go into more detail, saying there was ample 
time, him and the other coordinators had had to chew 
the plan over some more, and that once it was fully 
agreed on Georgi would be the first to know. 

On his way to the motel, he took the longer route 
back. He passed by the gelatto stand he’d noticed 
yesterday, and on a whim got himself a vanilla cone. 
Licking the drip off the cone, up the stairs of the motel, 
through the hallway of his floor, one hand patting his 
pockets for the room key, when a voice said, “Hey, 
fatty.” 

He whirled around. 
“Nothing’s changed, I see,” Matea said, then laughed 

hard, tears glistening in her eyes. 

 
M. 
He just stood there like a deer in headlights, and she 

worried for a moment he’d failed to recognize her, or he 
still harbored some misplaced animosity from way back 
when, but then his eyes watered up and he threw himself 
at her. They hugged a full minute, just holding each 
other, sniffing, not speaking. 
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At last she held him at arm’s length. “Look at you.” 
He was gaunt, borderline emaciated. 

“Yeah,” he said, bashful. “And you. You’re 
so… girly.” At which she barked out a laugh. Only girl 
in their childhood group, yet nobody thought of her as 
anything other than a friend, a status maintained thanks 
to her pugnacious tomboy demeanor at that age. 

“I do my nails now,” she held up a hand, “sue me.” 
And they laughed again, and she said, “Let’s get the 
fuck outta here,” and they did, going out in the 
Vasilegrad dusk. 

She took him to a bar on Bobinki Rid, the hump on 
the city’s back which split the capital in two: a richer 
eastern half which they were facing, composed of 
quarters catering to business and the upper middle class, 
and the south-western districts tucked away behind 
them, an overlapping patchwork of neighborhoods 
which the rest pretended didn’t exist. It took them a few 
beers to get the conversation rolling; while they were far 
from strangers, they weren’t exactly the closest of 
friends for the past fifteen years either, but as the drinks 
kept coming polite conversation and catching up turned 
to reminiscing about their childhood days, which turned 
to nostalgia, and finally to commiserating about the bad 
luck they shared of having been born where they were 
born. 

“When Daniel died,” Georgi said, “I felt he was 
setting an example. Showing the way out of poverty.” 

They’d almost spent the entire evening without 
mentioning the third one, the friend around whom the 
two had gravitated, who’d introduced them to each 
other, the poor soul who’d felt he’d blown his one big 
shot at making it into the prosperous urban half and 
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hanged himself on a door handle one morning, age 
sixteen. Matea blinked away tears. 

“Turns out,” Georgi continued, “he was just a 
catalyst. Momma passed soon after Daniel, and you got 
your internship and left, and I had no reason to spend 
another day in that cesspit.” 

A summer breeze carried the sticky smell of 
mulberries from the park below the hill, the faint tang of 
cigarette smoke from nearby tables. The awning 
flapped. Eastern Vasilegrad sparkled in the night. She 
said, “He chased us out of there, sort of.” Saved us, she 
wanted to add, but stopped herself on time. 

Georgi poured some of his beer out on the cobbles. 
After a moment, he said, “The river Kazala passes 
through my village, a beautiful clear stream, and some 
evenings I wade into it, the water barely coming up to 
my knees, the shingles on the river bed shimmering in 
the sunset—” he made little wave-like motions with his 
hands “—and I always think of us three, up on our 
bridge, facing the river and the imposing city, hatching 
schemes to somehow carry us over there. And I 
remember those days very fondly, despite our 
surroundings, despite all that happened afterward, I even 
think I kind of-the camaraderie, that sense of maybe 
things changing for the better for us, you know, the 
minuscule rays of hope cutting through the fucking 
smog, that, I think I kind of miss that.” He finished the 
last of his drink. 

Matea watched him watch the city with what she 
could swear was longing. In truth, she’d never felt 
anything remotely like affection for her childhood, so 
far as she was concerned her past was a box of bad 
memories and broken hearts and second-hand kids’ toys 
she was glad to keep shut, gathering dust under some 
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imaginary bed in some imaginary house far in the back 
of her mind. Perhaps it was boys who were like that, 
momentarily, outwardly brave, then pathetically 
melodramatic in the long run. “You’ve just been away 
for too long,” she said, bitter without meaning to come 
off that way. 

But Georgi heard nothing, absorbed in the glow of 
his former home town, hunched forward in his chair as 
if drawn to it, as if about to throw himself at the city. 

Matea looked around for the waiter. 

 
G. 
It was great seeing her again, he thought, as the bed 

rocked beneath him and he squirmed and turned and 
smacked his lips, eyes open or shut, the snores of his 
roommates punctuating his uneasy plunge sleepward, 
and he saw her before his eyes, young and short-haired, 
then older and prettier, and Daniel beside her, too, older, 
somehow, in an uncanny featureless way, and the three 
of them tumbled through the night in snatches of dreams 
against a smog-soaked sepia Mayadin backdrop, until 
the sun slanting through the slats skewered him and he 
was hot and needed to pee so bad, and though he tried 
squirming some more in the slipping comfort of his 
dreamscape, his roommates started dropping down from 
their bunks, putting coffee to percolate and chatting 
away their own hangovers, and he was awake and the 
half-dreams fully ended, and he got up, stumbling, the 
room a rickety bridge which swayed beneath his feet 
from his bed to the bathroom. 

One cold shower and a greasy breakfast later, 
Georgi’s mental faculties were partially restored. Which 
was good, because when they were back out in the 
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scorching sun, Petar wanted him up on stage. “Riff on 
your speech,” Petar shouted over the roaring crowd. “Or 
repeat it word-for-word, doesn’t matter, you’ve won 
them over already.” 

Georgi protested, saying he was tired and 
unprepared, but Petar insisted, promising him he was 
going to be great, he just needed to go up, people 
needed to see him again. 

 
M. 
That whole morning something ate at her from 

inside, a guilt, perhaps, for being successful, for having, 
in her and Georgi’s dead friend’s eyes, made it, 
whatever that meant. 

She sat at her desk, stared at her screen, trying her 
best to focus. Out for lunch with Tommy, she mostly 
kept silent, and Tommy knew better than to ask. He was 
a good friend, that way, knowing when not to prod. 

She hadn’t thought about Daniel in a long time. It 
was weird how their little triangle had formed again. 
The two points always implied a third, she realized, and 
even with that third one gone, dead, scrubbed off, its 
absence was turning into a weighing presence, as if her 
and Georgi meeting together all these years later served 
as some spontaneous memorial service. It was too 
much. She didn’t like it, the past breaking out of its 
imaginary box in its imaginary house, because it made 
her feel different, like she’d put on somebody else’s 
clothes, a stranger in her own skin. 

Newsfeeds were bursting with reports on the 
protesters. Matea watched live footage a while. Watched 
the heads of the individuals making up the mass of 
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malcontents. The fire was lit beneath them, the people 
were already simmering, she just had to fan the flames. 

She shut off the footage. Pinged her boss, letting him 
know she was going out. Field work, this time. 

 
G. 
So Georgi went up on stage again, and gave his 

rousing speech, his confidence swelling with every 
cheer of the crowd, pushing against the seams of his ego 
until the point when, following a round of well-
orchestrated booing at the mayor’s policy from the sea 
of thousands below him, he came offstage buoyed and 
bristling with electricity and ready and capable to take 
on anything and anyone. 

And his eyes found, in the roaring crowd, Matea’s 
face. 

 
M. 
Georgi was sashaying through the crowd over to her 

when one of the coordinators (collared shirt, pen in 
shirt’s front pocket, notepad in hand) stopped him. They 
exchanged a few words, Georgi’s glistening eyes still 
locked on her, and Georgi was nodding, 
mouthing, yeah, yeah, yeah, and the coordinator patted 
him on the back before trotting off to a smaller group of 
protesters. 

“Powerful speech,” she said when he arrived. 
He inclined his head, “I try my best,” and laughed. 
They watched the rest of the protest passively from 

further back, and midway through a musical act Georgi 
put his arm around her, innocently, casually, which sort 
of bugged her, this freedom he was taking with her after 
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all these years, and she wanted to shake him off, tell him 
she preferred to keep her distance, but didn’t, something 
stopped her, some of Viki’s famous dicta about 
detachment and professional work looping in her head. 
So when Georgi swayed to the music, pulled her closer, 
touched his hip to hers, she suppressed her discomfort in 
the name of-of something more important, and rolled 
with it, swaying to the melodies of disgruntled workers 
with her old friend. 

When evening came, they went to her apartment. 
Looking around the living room, he let out a long 
whistle. “Nice gig you must have.” 

“It’s okay.” She took off her sneakers, socks, 
bunched the socks up and tucked them in her shoes. 
“New media,” she added, “lots of making excuses for 
rich celebrities. Boring work.” 

“Paid for quite a view, though.” 
She brought out some wine and cheese, and they 

sipped and nibbled, discussing politics and the city 
administration. “Why come?” she asked him after their 
second glass. “I mean, I understand this is important for 
you, but when you left I though nothing short of being 
dragged here would make you return.” 

“Which is exactly what happened. If the Axer gets 
enacted, the further you are from Vasilegrad and 
BalkanTel’s infrastructure, the more you’d have to pay 
for decent network speeds. My work would suffer. My 
income would be significantly reduced, and I don’t 
make much to begin with. I was dragged here.” 

At which Matea blushed, lifted up her glass to her 
face. “Do you think you stand a chance?” 

“We do. Put aside the fact that it’s a discriminatory 
piece of legislation, with the poorer workers expected to 
subsidize the whole country’s infrastructural 
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development, which might even get it struck down by 
the Constitutional Court, but we’re also really, really 
well prepared. I had no clue coming in.” 

“In what way?” 
“The coordinators know what they’re doing, they 

plan well in advance, they know we mustn’t fuck this 
one up.” 

“And by planning in advance, you mean—” 
“Nothing is left up to chance. We won’t lose this 

battle.” He smiled, “They might even have something in 
store for me, too.” He drained his glass, poured himself 
some more wine. 

She almost didn’t want to, almost backed down, 
almost said she was tired and had better go to sleep and 
he’d better leave because another long day was ahead of 
him, she almost did all that, almost was a good friend 
again, but she didn’t, and she wasn’t; instead she looked 
into Georgi’s eyes, the one link to the childhood she’d 
done everything to erase, and brushed up closer to him. 
“And this is very important to you, isn’t it?” 

“Very.” 
“Not just for your own sake, but in general, for the 

others, those who’ve been forced out of this city, too.” 
“Yes.” 
“And it’s so important, that you’re willing to suffer 

for a victory.” 
“It is.” 
And she kissed him. And later when they lay in bed, 

he told her everything he knew. 

 
G. 
Matea shook him awake. 
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He opened his eyes to a dark bedroom. Smiling, 
caressing her hand, “What time is it?” 

“Almost eight. I have to leave for work.” 
She was standing by the bed, fully dressed and 

made-up, her bushy hair hardly contained in a bun. 
Flicking a finger at her windows, and the blinds whirred 
slowly open, letting sunshine trickle in. “There’s food in 
the fridge,” she said, adjusting her earrings. “Door locks 
itself, so you can leave whenever you want.” 

“Thanks.” He straightened up. “When will I see 
you?” 

She glanced at her watch, blew out her cheeks. 
“Later, or tonight,” she said. “Or maybe tomorrow. 
Depends on work.” 

“Sure.” He yawned. 
When she left he took a shower and scrambled some 

eggs for breakfast, flicked through the newsfeeds on her 
TV, through some of the magazines laid out on her end 
table. Around noon, Petar called him. 

“Where are you?” 
“At a friend’s place,” he said. “Spent the night.” 
“You coming today?” 
“Of course. Will be there in an hour or so.” 
“Good, good.” Petar sounded slightly agitated, 

absent-minded. “Because we have to talk about you-
know-what. Plan’s all fleshed-out, so be around later.” 
He added, “I mean, I want to hear your opinion, 
obviously,” before hanging up. 

Georgi wrote Matea a little note and tacked it to the 
cork-board in her bedroom, then left, taking the tram out 
of her quarter to the city center. The rattling streetcar 
took him through narrow one-way streets to the river, 
and for several stops the tram line ran alongside Plovna, 
so he watched that stretch of water flow by him in an 
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opposite direction while the tram took him toward the 
town hall, and for some reason he thought of himself on 
a steamboat, sailing upstream, the chugging and the 
start-stop motion of the train the assailing of the flow 
and waves, the passengers hanging on to the straps 
swaying gently to the rhythm of the river while birds 
and gulls careened and wheeled about unseen above 
their heads, and Georgi, squinting now in Plovna’s 
shimmer, breathing in the breeze from the tram’s tilted 
window, found this river, for the first time in his life, 
beautiful. 

 
M. 
Matea was finishing up the report for the mayor, an 

outline for Lagetti’s eyes only of the protest 
coordinators’ plan to sabotage her Friday morning 
television appearance, most likely with some tar-and-
feathering number, smuggling in something to spray on 
her during the broadcast, with the goal of embarrassing 
her, of showing that no seemingly-untouchable 
politician could hide from the wrath of the workers, thus 
emboldening others to join their ranks for one final push 
before the vote. 

Beneath this outline, Matea wrote her suggested 
steps of action. When finished, her finger hovered over 
the Send icon. To bring them to a boiling point. She 
wondered what that would do to each individual, every 
molecule colliding against all others in that seething 
broth of anger, what it would do to one individual in 
particular. 

“How’s my agent doing?” Roberto, from behind her. 
A wag of her finger and the report was sent. “Your 

agent,” she turned around, “is due for a raise.” 
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He lifted his hands up in surrender, “Sorry I asked,” 
and hurried away to waste somebody else’s time. She 
groaned. Her phone trilled with a message from Georgi. 
She left it unread. Went to find Tommy. 

“Lunch?” 
“Sure,” Tommy said. “Where do you want to go?” 
“Wherever they serve drinks in big glasses.” 

 
G. 
When he returned from the protest that evening, 

Georgi found a commotion in front of the motel. A few 
dozen protesters, wearing expressions of annoyance or 
anger, were gathered in the cramped yard, bracketed by 
two police officers with batons flapping from their hips 
who looked like they’d decided to hang around a while 
longer after their better-armed colleagues had departed 
the scene. 

He shouldered his way to the lobby where the 
coordinators were huddled in a circle, vigorously 
debating, with, Georgi noticed, Dean having taken 
Petar’s place. When he approached them to find out 
what is happening, Dean pointed at him and they all 
turned. 

“It was him,” Dean said, “who sold us out.” 
“What’s going on?” 
“Are you sure?” said to Dean one of the 

coordinators, whom Georgi knew only as Chernev. 
“Absolutely. Petar made me keep my eyes on him 

the whole time. He spent last night with a marketing 
agent. Didn’t you, Georgi? That’s right. Don’t just stare 
at me. I looked your girl up. Works for a PR firm which 
has Lagetti listed as a client.” 
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Chernev gripped Georgi’s shoulder firmly, “What 
have you done?” 

“Nothing. I—” A marketing agent? A PR firm? He 
blinked stupidly at the unamused coordinators, 
confused, thinking of Matea, of their conversation, of 
their night together, this morning in bed, this very 
morning, all of which was suddenly and violently 
crammed into a different, disgusting context, and he felt 
deflated, like his Bully was back and had punched him 
right in the gut, and his heart was pounding and his eyes 
flitted across the motel lobby in search for a bathroom, a 
sink. 

“Don’t you know this will only make it harder for 
the administration? We will organize bigger, more 
massive protests. We will storm the town hall.” 

Georgi felt his stomach turning, the two hands of 
bulimia squeezing food up his gullet. He cupped his 
mouth. 

“Look at him, he just realized how messed up—” 
But Chernev never finished his snide remark because 
Georgi doubled over and was throwing up on the marble 
floor. 

 
M. 
News of Petar Bogdanov’s arrest spread through the 

blogs, chirps, feeds, and vlogs, until midnight when 
every left-leaning, right-leaning, libertarian, anarchist, 
and patriotic organization in the country had pledged 
support for the protesters’ movement. This was no 
longer about the Axer. No longer just about network 
speeds. This was about abuse of power, corporate 
interests taking precedence over the lives of the 
common citizen. 
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Boiling point. 
Everyone had left after the party, but she was still in 

the office, and would probably spend the night there. 
There was still some champaign in the fridge, but she 
didn’t feel like drinking. She smoked a cigarette by an 
open window, the sounds and smells of the business 
quarter all but dissipated now the district was emptied of 
its workers. The lights of a patrolling police car bounced 
off the blackened windows of the neighboring office 
buildings. 

“You are from Mayadin,” she said out the window, 
and blew out a puff of smoke. 

More messages came from Georgi, which she 
deleted immediately without reading. Instead she called 
up Viki. 

“My girl,” Viki said. “Times are changing,” she 
added in English. 

“Yeah.” Matea took a drag off the cigarette. 
“Hey,” Viki said, “what’s the matter?” 
Matea was silent. She swallowed. She wanted to say 

it, just to make her feel better, like a bout of loud, 
prolonged swearing after stubbing a toe, regardless of 
how much she truly meant the words. “I want out, Viki. 
Way you did it. Want fucking out and never to go 
through this charade again.” 

“Oh, sweetie.” 
“Want my soul back.” And she started sobbing. 

 
G. 
The bus was empty, except for Georgi at the very 

back. Vasilegrad peeled off the sides as they drove out 
the suburbs, up the mountain. 
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Nobody else was leaving. The opposite lane was a 
long stream of buses and cars and bikes pouring in from 
the whole country, packed with people eager to protest, 
fight for their rights, for the trampled rights of every 
worker and citizen. 

He could’ve stayed, seen this revolution to the end, 
but he didn’t want to. Like it was no longer his care, like 
all his worrying had evaporated with the city’s evening 
smog. He was glad it was happening, just glad to get out 
of its way, too. Glad to get out of everybody’s way. An 
indifference had gripped him, not for the future of the 
legislation and the workers, but for this city, and his 
own role and relationship with it. 

He wished Matea would pick up, read his messages. 
He just wanted to thank her, because, as rows upon rows 
of birch and beech and pine trees fell away on either 
side of him and the bus reached the summit of the 
mountain, he understood why he didn’t feel sad about 
her, about Petar and Dean and the rest, why, after that 
initial bout of rage and confusion had passed, he wasn’t 
left heartbroken like he’d expected; something had 
changed, he’d, accidentally, serendipitously, closed a 
chapter, finally gotten closure on an affair which had 
hung heavily in his mind. Vasilegrad had rejected him. 
Chewed, swallowed, and thrown out. And that was that. 

Fetters were truly broken, now, which made him 
smile. 

Georgi turned around for one last look; the city was 
hidden behind the mountain, with only the skyscrapers 
peeking, the city’s white-and-gold flag flapping on their 
spires, like acquaintances on their toes on the edge of a 
pier, arms raised in goodbye. 
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With nothing but love for Yeats. 

I went out into the real world  
because a fire was in my heart  
and cut my breath while clouds were pearled  
and tipped and spilled the apple cart  
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and some bad apples were tumbling  
and some moth-eaten dreams flickered out  
I dropped my fear for heart with wing  
and caught my dull, but silver doubt 

When I and others had the floor  
We blew, and brought the fire to flame  
it burned within each breast, and bore  
a warmth that recognized our claim  
Each had been once, a glimmering girl  
who bit into forbidden fruit  
Then the moon became our pearl  
and Earth herself soon followed suit  
Though we are worn with wandering  
through hollow promises and lands  
We will find out where hope still sings  
we’ll raise her voice and clasp her hands  
and pluck till time and times are done  
the silver apples of the moon  
the golden apples of the sun 
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“I’m gripped by mortality.  
Researching it in outer-space—that  
most immaculate place  
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to look at death. I’ll  
gather my things and  
get right on it, but…  
Where is this?” asked  
Jonah—her remains pickled and wired  
across four jars elaborate with pumps  
and computers. Expectant, her avatar  
turned to the doctor.  
He shifted in his seat. “That’s  
not important right now.”  
“But my research! I’ve never felt  
more engaged in a subject. I’ve plans  
to make. Where’s the door?"  
The doctor shrugged. “I’m  
sure you’d be happier  
staying here: relaxing, playing chequers  
with our other guests, and also  
helping us answer a few questions. Besides,  
you must know that such voyages are grisly.  
As the saying goes: Space-  
travel torments identity, and time-travel  
invalidates it. Journeying is black torture.”  
Jonah pulled  
a virtual dressing gown  
tight around her sorrow. “Where’s  
my wife? I can’t live without her.”  
“We know,” said the doctor,  
“we just need a little more data  
on the accident  
before we let you go.” 
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